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ABSTRACT
CONTESTED CITIZENSHIP AND SOCIAL BELONGING?
LATINOS IN MIXED-STATUS FAMILIES
MANAGING ILLEGALITY AND RACE IN LOS ANGELES
SEPTEMEBER 2017
CASSAUNDRA RODRIGUEZ, B.A. CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY,
NORTHRIDGE
M.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by Professor Joya Misra
Contemporary immigration policies that sacrifice family cohesion in favor of
punitive enforcement approaches have contributed to record-breaking rates of immigrant
deportations in recent years. As a result, mixed-status families grapple with the reality or
possibility of a loved one’s detention and deportation, as well as the various everyday
limitations of illegality. Mixed-status families include members with different
immigration statuses and are often characterized by one or two undocumented parents
and at least one U.S. citizen child. Conceptualizing citizenship as not only a legal
category, but also a social category that is continually contested, this dissertation asks:
how do non-citizens and citizens in mixed-status families articulate and experience
belonging in the U.S.? To address this question, I conducted interviews with 67 Latinos
in primarily Mexican American mixed-status families in Los Angeles. I also performed
participant observation at various immigrant- and Latino- centered spaces in the greater
Los Angeles area and within the homes of mixed-status families.
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I argue that citizenship is a complicated and negotiated ideal for Latinos in mixedstatus families who must manage familial illegality, and their racialized experiences in
Los Angeles. For undocumented parents, the question of belonging implicates their role
in whether children can physically remain in the U.S., if they themselves are deported.
For citizen youth who have the legal right to belong in the U.S., their citizenship privilege
is experienced as a responsibility to their families and a barrier to their own mobility.
Belonging is also experienced at the local level. I show the clear limitations of social
citizenship when Mexican Americans navigate racially segregated Los Angeles and are
read as unwelcomed foreigners. Ultimately, family and place shape belonging for Latinos
in mixed-status families, while they also manage and try to mitigate the challenges of
illegality.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
“What happens to me if my parents are deported?” six-year old American citizen
Sophie Cruz asked as part of a public forum collecting questions for the 2016 presidential
debate. Like nine million other people in the United States, Cruz is part of a mixed-status
family -- a family that includes both citizen and undocumented immigrant members.
Cruz, clad in her signature braids and colorful Oaxacan embroidered dress, had gained
national attention when meeting Pope Francis during a 2015 Washington D.C. parade to
advocate for then-President Obama’s Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and
Legal Residents (DAPA). DAPA would have provided an estimated 4.4 million eligible
undocumented parents of U.S. citizens or legal residents temporary protection from
deportation. By the time Cruz submitted her presidential debate question in 2015, DAPA
had lost its legal battle to become accessible, making her question all the more relevant.
Cruz’s question gets to the crux of a current dilemma in American politics;
current immigration policy sacrifices family cohesion in favor of punitive enforcement
approaches that have contributed to record-breaking rates of immigrant deportations in
recent years, and resulting family separations. Consequently, mixed-status families
grapple with the possibility and the emotional duress of a loved one’s detention and
deportation. But Cruz’s question also implies a broader question about the place of
undocumented immigrants and their citizen loved ones in the United States. While
Donald Trump centered his presidential campaign on explicitly demonizing Mexican
immigrants as criminals, rapists, and thieves, these immigrants and their children have
long been vilified. For instance, there has been a sustained attempt among conservative
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elected officials to reform birthright citizenship to make the children of undocumented
immigrant ineligible. In these debates, Latina undocumented mothers are castigated for
reproducing children or what some call “anchor babies” to gain legal residency and
otherwise make an abomination of U.S. citizenship (Chavez 2013). Countless hate groups
and even elected officials have likened mixed-status families to the reproduction of rats
and rabbits (Romero 2011). Despite the myths that build the foundation for these
discourses, this public rhetoric paints a portrait that seemingly leaves mixed-status
families outside the American picture. Clearly, there is an urgency to investigate how it is
that citizens and non-citizens in these families experience belonging in this country they
call home.
Sophie Cruz first emerged as a voice for immigrant rights right at the moment
when I began conducting interviews with Latinos in mixed-status families in Los
Angeles. I am reminded of the six-year old activist when I sit with Lupita who has invited
me to her East Los Angeles family home for an interview. Sitting on her brown couch, I
see a wall decorated with all of Lupita’s school photos. With her long dark braids and a
noticeable missing front tooth, the first-grade version of Lupita looks a lot like little
Sophie Cruz. Lupita laughs at her own image, noticing the photo catch my eye; “those
were my chimuela [toothless] days.” Lupita, now nineteen years old, is many years
beyond those childhood days, but her parents – just as they were then – are still
undocumented immigrants.
For U.S. citizen Lupita, the question of what happens to her and her two younger
siblings if her parents are deported is a difficult one to answer. Understandably, it is not a
topic of conversation her family likes to talk about it, but Lupita tells me the plan is
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simple: if one or both parents are deported, she will manage the home front so that she
can continue going to college and her siblings can finish out high school and middle
school. Lupita says her parents hope the plan means she and her siblings can eventually
earn their college degrees. If her parents are deported, Lupita furrows her brow, telling
me: “I still think the government wouldn’t even want us here. That rejection hurts.”
Lupita is planning on going to college, speaks perfect English, and doing all that she can
to move herself and her family to become upwardly mobile. But all of this does nothing
to prevent the possibility of her parent’s deportation, mitigate the family responsibilities
she holds as a citizen, or erase her racialized experiences as a woman of color. For an
American like Lupita, her belonging, as well as that of her undocumented parents’ is a
socially contested issue and complicated question.
Undocumented parents like Lupita’s are not rare. There are currently 11.1 million
people in the United States who lack legal status (Krogstad et al. 2016). The
undocumented population today is also not a transient population without U.S.
community and family roots. Instead, 85% of undocumented immigrants have U.S.
citizen family members and 62% of undocumented immigrants have at least one U.S.
citizen child (Barreto and Segura 2013). American children in mixed-status families are
also certainly no small population; four million minor children of undocumented parents
resided in the United States in 2009 (Passel and Taylor 2010). Many mixed status
families are comprised of Latino, or more specifically Mexican-origin individuals (Fry
and Passel 2009; Krogstad and Passel 2014). As a result, a significant number of Mexican
Americans must manage the consequences and possibilities shaped by current
immigration policies.
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Despite their numbers, very little research to date has captured the subjective and
qualitative experience of being part of a family with both U.S. citizen and undocumented
immigrant family members (Golash-Boza 2010; Dreby 2012; Chavez 2013; Romero
2011; Jacobson 2008; Oliviero 2013). How do Latinos in mixed-status families like
Lupita experience belonging? How can we understand the plans and responsibilities laid
out in Lupita’s family and families like hers where immigration status may shape family
responsibilities and plans? This dissertation answers precisely these difficult, but
critically important questions.
While there is substantial literature on immigrant families and the undocumented
immigrant experience, there is almost nothing to date on how citizenship is experienced
within mixed-status families. Further, there is nothing published to date on how
specifically mixed-status families with adult-age children may or may not be able to
escape the challenges of illegality. This gap is especially glaring considering that many
anti-deportation activists have centered their campaigns on the family by claiming
parents of U.S. citizens deserve to remain in the United States, while at the same time
families are constructed as a problem in anti-immigrant debates. Centering on citizenship
provides a meaningful investigation into how everyday belonging is articulated, and
experienced when much of the policy and discursive context constructs citizens and noncitizens in these families as unwanted.
1.1 The Question of Belonging for Latinos in Mixed-Status Families
Disrupting notions of family as comprised of either citizens or immigrants,
Mexican mixed-status families have been front and center in embroiled debates about the
place of undocumented immigrants and their citizen family members in this country. The
4

extant research suggests that mixed-status families are navigating punitive immigration
enforcement practices (Golash-Boza 2010; Dreby 2012) while targeted by birthright
citizenship policies (Chavez 2013; Romero 2011; Jacobson 2008; Oliviero 2013). These
policies and enforcement practices are also shaped by gendered racial projects that
construct immigrant Latino men as criminal (Gutmann 1996; Romero 2001; Rios 2011;
Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo 2012) and Latina immigrant women as stateburdening and out-of-control breeders (Gutiérrez 2008; Galvez 2011; Romero 2011;
Chavez 2013; Cisneros 2013). Activists in the anti-deportation movement have contested
policies meant to deport or otherwise harm mixed-status families by using the family as a
political subject to claim belonging (Das Gupta 2014; Pallares 2010; 2015). Much less is
known, however, how these policy and discursive regimes impact the subjective
belonging of citizen and non-citizen members in mixed-status families. Research on how
members of these families experience belonging is understudied, but increasingly needed.
Researchers have examined how punitive immigration policy impacts mixedstatus romantic partners. Among married spouses, American women partnered with
Mexican undocumented men learn to navigate U.S. immigration policy; a process by
which women feel betrayed by their own country (Schueths 2009; 2012). Partners in
mixed-status relationships face the challenge of being vulnerable to separation (Schueths
2009; 2012, Lopez 2015). Since men are more often deported than women, the recordbreaking deportations in the last few years have left “suddenly single mothers” who
manage the caregiving and breadwinning now that their partners are deported (Dreby
2015). As a result of current immigration policies, in effect, mixed-status families worry
about or experience physical separation.
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In one strand of social science scholarship there is a focus on how parental
undocumented status may formally or informally leave citizen children “chilled” from
accessing social service resources that they are eligible for (Fix and Zimmerman 2001).
Parents may avoid accessing social services or state-sponsored developmental programs
because they are unaware programs exist or fear that accessing such services will risk
their deportation (Capps et al. 2004; Brabeck and Xu 2010; Yoshikawa 2011; Vargas and
Pirog 2016). Deportation risk negatively impacts parents seeking support from the federal
assistance program WIC, particularly for Mexican mixed-status families (Vargas and
Pirog 2016). While strong community networks and immigrant-friendly hospitals and
schools can help mitigate the effect of undocumented parent’s fears of accessing
resources (Xu and Brabeck 2011) the research suggests that undocumented status does
matter in how citizen minors access or benefit from state services.
Similarly, in newer sociological research, Bean et al. (2015) find that the longterm impact of Mexican parental undocumented status impact children’s educational
attainment. They argue that undocumented immigrants and their children experience
what they call “membership exclusion,” which is alleviated for the second generation
once parents do become legalized (Bean et al. 2015). This research suggests that while
the undocumented status is durable and can impact generations, legalization would do
much to relieve what is a structural exclusion faced by many Mexican Americans.
For the second generation, U.S. citizenship is very meaningful, although Mexican
American and Asian American youth are critical of how citizenship is often racialized
white (Bloemraad 2013). Children of immigrant parents make sense of their citizenship
through civic participation and both parents and children place great meaning on
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birthright citizenship (Bloemraad 2013). In her ethnography of Mexican immigrants in
Montana, sociologist Leah Schmalzbauer (2014) found that some citizen children in
immigrant and mixed-status families prefer not to identify themselves as American
(Schmalzbauer 2014). While this finding may be based on several rationalizations, such
as a rejection of what they see as a discrepancy between their Mexican family values and
those of other Americans, it is still telling how Mexican American youth in immigrant or
mixed-status families are articulating their identity.
Importantly, the second generation or citizen children sometimes manage the
emotional burden of worrying about their parent’s deportation (Dreby 2012; Zayas 2015).
Indeed, deportation fears are one way that citizen children in mixed-status families
experience multigenerational punishment (Enriquez 2015). The internal enforcement
context that characterizes contemporary immigration policy has dire consequences for
undocumented immigrants and their families. Spectacles of punitive immigration
enforcement, such as home raids, can be especially traumatic for children (Thronson
2008). Familial separation may also be hard to grasp for children who may experience a
parent’s deportation as a personal abandonment, instead of a forced removal outside of a
parent’s control (Thronson 2008). Even children in immigrant families without
undocumented members also learn to associate immigrants with the stigma of illegality
(Dreby 2012; 2015). As a result, sociologist Joanna Dreby argues that children in
Mexican immigrant families bear the burden of the deportation regime.
While there is substantial literature on immigrant families and the undocumented
immigrant experience, there is almost nothing to date on how (non)citizenship is
experienced within mixed-status families where members represent opposite sides of the
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citizenship spectrum. This gap is glaring considering that many anti-deportation activists
have centered their campaigns on the family, and on how parents of U.S. citizens deserve
to remain in the United States (Pallares 2015). Using an approach centering on
citizenship provides a meaningful investigation into how everyday (non)citizenship is
negotiated, articulated, and experienced in a context in which much of the policy and
discursive context paints citizens and non-citizens in mixed-status families as unwanted.
Citizenship is often defined as “a form of membership in a political and
geographical community…includes legal status, rights, political and other forms of
participation in society, and a sense of belonging” (Bloemraad et al. 2008: 154).
Traditional sociological approaches to citizenship have centered on T.H. Marshall’s
formulation of citizenship as entailing the four components of legal status, rights,
participation and belonging. However, as his case focused on working class British
citizens, scholars have been apt to point out how Marshall’s theoretical foundations of
citizenship are arguably less relevant to individuals marginalized outside of or inclusive
of class and their gender or race (Benhabib 2002; Yuval-Davis 1997). Shaped by these
social locations, marginalized citizens may be unable to fully exercise their rights
otherwise known as substantive citizenship (Glenn 2002) or have access to social
citizenship, which refers to a citizen’s right to a financial safety net and basic standard of
living (Fraser and Gordon 1992).
Regardless of the approach or theoretical framework, belonging is an essential
element of citizenship. Belonging is also more than just a component of citizenship.
Indeed, belonging is a basic human need (Karst 1989). Centering on belonging may also
capture discrepancies between legal recognition of membership and how group are
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accepted in practice. For instance, African Americans were granted recognition of U.S.
citizenship in 1986, and affirmed again by the fourteenth amendment, but Jim Crow
policies and contemporary mass incarceration have long excluded members of this group
from the promises of citizenship (Foner 1988; Glenn 2002; Alexander 2012).
Alternatively, immigrants without legal claims to a country might experience inclusion in
the national polity when they have access to education, labor protections and other
privileges as they do in liberal democracies (Bosniak 2006). Non-citizens may also feel a
sense of territorial belonging after living in a country for an extended number of years
(Golash-Boza 2016). These nuances may be further blurred by the family relationships
between undocumented immigrants and citizens where in relationships and family plans
especially when considering deportation compels families to consider where each family
member physically belongs.
Belonging can be experienced in some places, but not in others. Indeed, aside
from national belonging, a citizenship focus on belonging still also allows researchers to
capture how individuals experience membership in everyday and local settings (Gordon
and Lenhardt 2008; 1189). I argue that belonging should be examined with an eye to how
Latinos in mixed-status families experience their social belonging, which is tied to
membership and how these Latinos feel they are accepted into the U.S. Engaging with
sociologist Evelyn Nakano Glenn’s (2002) research, the concept of social belonging is
building on her work by further arguing that citizenship first and foremost is a category
denoting membership, and one that is enforced by the state and laypersons.
To be sure, citizenship provides legal access to rights and resources that can be
vital to survival, however I share in the argument espoused by Evelyn Nakano Glenn
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(2002) in that citizenship implicates questions of belonging by members of the
community. As she has noted:
Citizenship is not just a matter of formal legal status; it is a matter of belonging,
including the recognition of other members of the community... the maintenance
of boundaries relies on “enforcement” not only by designated officials but also by
so-called members of the public (52).
For citizen and non-citizens in mixed-status families, any legal claim to belong can, and
is, contested. Popular support among state and non-state actors to reform birthright
citizenship for the children born of undocumented immigrants exemplifies how even
citizen members in mixed-status families are deemed unworthy of inclusion. Citizenship,
then, is based on an experience of belonging that is also shaped by whether other
members of a community acknowledge your membership.
Looking at citizenship through the lens of belonging is particularly pertinent
given the politics surrounding mixed-status families. Robin Jacobson’s (2006) research
has tracked how immigration restrictionists’ call to reform birthright citizenship reflects a
shift in citizenship as “consensual”; the citizenry must consent to the admittance of new
citizens. Restrictionists challenge the legitimacy of the citizenship granted to children
born on U.S. soil to undocumented parents as a legal loophole. While the fervor against
citizen children born to undocumented immigrants may be imagined as stemming from a
small extremist segment of the population, national polls suggest otherwise. According to
a 2011 Rasmussen poll, sixty-one percent of Americans oppose the granting of birthright
citizenship to children born to undocumented immigrants. Similarly, a recent survey
found that about 41-56% of the public is in favor of amending the constitution to change
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the stipulations of birthright citizenship (Passel and Taylor 2010). These challenges to
citizenship, therefore, necessitate an understanding of how members of mixed-status
families, deemed non-consensually admitted to the polity, experience and articulate their
own sense of belonging.
Citizenship conceptualized from a rights-based approach is important, but
insufficient when considering the critical importance of practices that shape who counts
and who feels they belong in a community. For example, the limits of citizenship as a
legal status can be understood with the specific and historical case of Mexicans and
Mexican Americans who were granted legal citizenship under the treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo in 1848. Citizenship was made possible in this era of extreme exclusion because
Mexicans were legally considered white, but were paradoxically considered to be on the
“wrong side of the color line” (Massey 2007:116). Mexicans of this time retained a sort
of legal whiteness with citizenship, and yet, they were socially perceived and treated as
non-white by Anglos (Glenn 2002). Mexican Americans systematically lost their lands,
were coerced into low-wage labor, and in some cases, were subject to lynching (Blauner
2001; Glenn 2002; Gómez 2007). As is the case historically with Mexicans, legal
citizenship has fallen short of its promise of social belonging.
If citizenship can be thought of as a spectrum (albeit imperfect and not necessarily
fixed) with different access to legal rights and privileges, citizens and undocumented
immigrants can be opposite sides. Even so, being part of a family may mean family
members’ statuses – both citizenship and undocumented status – may blur, shape, or
influence individual lives and family experiences. For instance, minor children in mixedstatus families experience “multi-generational punishment” because the restrictions
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placed on undocumented parents also extend to them (Enriquez 2015). Building on Laura
Enriquez’s (2015) research, I explore how citizen young adults manage familial illegality,
by focusing on their experiences of citizenship, identity, and responsibility. In doing so, I
work on the concept of familial illegality. Illegality is a state-produced status, but it is
also continuously reproduced and shaped socio-politically (Ngai 2003; De Genova 2004).
Familial illegality describes the ways in which individuals in families manage family
members’ statuses and the consequences of this precarious status. While these youths are
sometimes depicted as American “undesirables” because of their parentage and must
manage a host of stereotypes, centering their experience of familial illegality allows for
an oft-untold entry into how these American both manage multiple symbolic, material,
and emotional burdens.
How do Latinos in mixed-status families experience belonging? How does
immigration status shape family lives and responsibilities? In this dissertation, I highlight
the plans, experiences, and hopes that Latinos have for their mixed-status families and
themselves. I illustrate how citizenship is a complicated and negotiated ideal for these
Latinos who must manage familial illegality, but also their racialized status in Los
Angeles. As I will show, belonging is a nested and complicated matter. For
undocumented parents, the question of belonging implicates their role in whether children
physically belong in the U.S. if they themselves are deported. For citizen youth who have
the legal right to belong in the U.S., they find that their citizenship privilege is
experienced as a responsibility to their families and a barrier to their higher education
pursuits. Citizenship, while a national construct, can also be experienced at the local
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level. Whatever their challenges in mixed-status families, I also show the clear limitations
to citizenship when Mexican Americans move through segregated Los Angeles.
1.2 Research Design
This dissertation draws on interviews with 67 primarily working-class Mexicanorigin Latinos1 in Los Angeles County during September of 2015 through August 2016. I
would use the identifier Mexican to describe participants if it were not for five
participants; two of whom identify as both Mexican and Salvadoran, another two
participants identify as Salvadoran in a Salvadoran-Mexican family, and one participant
is Salvadoran and Guatemalan partnered with a Mexican immigrant. I complemented this
data with participant observation with one Mexican American mixed-status family over
the course of six months, as well as participant observation data collected from 20152016 at immigrant rights rallies, community legal clinics, Latino student and professional
group meetings, birthday parties, family events, English as a Second Language (ESL)
classes, and observations of mothers and children at a non-profit tutoring center.
Participants were included in the study when they confirmed that they are
Latina/o and part of a family that includes at least one U.S. citizen and at least one
undocumented family member, and live in or come from Los Angeles County. Only three
participants were currently living outside of Los Angeles County to attend college or to
work. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 982 years old, although the majority were

Participants use a range of terms to describe themselves. While most participants
are Mexican-origin, I use the term Latino so as not to erase the identities of the few
participants who also identify as Salvadoran-American.
2
The end of this age range is skewed because I interviewed one grandmother.
1
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between 18-54. Included in this data are the voices of 39 women and 28 men. Of these 67
participants, two voluntarily identified themselves as queer or lesbian.
Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents
Citizenship Status
U.S. Citizens
Undocumented/DACAmented

Number
42
25

Percentage
62%
37%

Gender
Women
Men

Number
39
28

Percentage
58%
41%

Primary Family Role
Parent
Adult-Age Child
Partner (no children)
Grandparent

Number
20
41
5
1

Percentage
29%
61%
7%
1%

From this sample, 42 participants are U.S. citizens and 25 are undocumented or
hold DACA status. The terms undocumented or unauthorized are used to describe
immigrants without legal residency, temporary protected status, or any other government
authorization for residing in the United States. Legal permanent residents or green-card
holders include immigrants with legal authorization to work and reside in the country. As
of 2012, the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) became available for
eligible undocumented youth. These youth, sometimes referred to as “DACAmented”
(Gonzales et al. 2014), have temporary protection from deportation, a work permit, and
identification card, but do not have a pathway to citizenship. Participants in this study
were largely part of families that are headed by undocumented parents with citizen
children or a combination of undocumented, citizen, or “DACAmented” children. What
is striking is that participants were seldom part of families that included legal permanent
residents. While legal residents were eligible to participate in this study, I did not access a
single legal permanent resident interviewee. This lack of legal resident representation is
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likely the outcome of immigration policies that have made undocumented status difficult
to legalize and the fact that resident status could be eventually changed to citizenship.
Most participants in the sample are the only participating representative of their
family. Specifically, 39 of the 67 participants are included in this category. The
remaining 28 participants have at least one other relative or romantic partner included in
the study (see table 2). In total, out of the 67 participants, 50 different families are
represented in the data. In the following pages, I reflect on what factors shaped the final
sample and the family groups in Table 2.
Table 2: Interviewees with Participating Family Members
Initial Interviewee or Gatekeeper
Danielle
Elena
Ximena
Karina
Susie
Sabrina
Melissa
Miranda
Carmela
Yoselin
Renata

Relative(s) and/or Partner
Samuel (Partner)
Hernan (father) Emiliana (mother), Joshua (brother),
Alma (sister), Kevin (partner)
Miguel
Arturo
Rosario (mother) Fernando (stepfather) Antonia
(grandmother)
Julio (partner)
Myra (sister)
Raúl (brother)
Ruben (partner)
Leonardo (brother)
Pedro (partner)

Latino immigrants included in this study worked in various employment sectors
in which Latino immigrants are typically overrepresented. Undocumented men in this
study worked in landscaping, construction, electrical repair, factories, restaurants, and
auto-repair. Undocumented women worked in domestic work, factories, sewing,
promoting/sales, and in restaurants. Youth with DACA and citizens had access to much
better employment; many found themselves working for non-profits, schools, and other
jobs not characterized by manual labor. Similarly, citizen young adults were also less
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likely to be in manual labor compared to their immigrant parents. Citizen young adults
work as teachers, social workers, non-profit workers, fast food workers, secretaries, sales,
and other jobs generally in offices or non-manual service jobs.
Participants were sampled initially from personal contacts established from my
participation in student organizations in Los Angeles. As a result, most participants were
sampled through my own youth networks. Most participants were directly sampled from
Latina/o student or community groups in the San Fernando Valley. I made direct contact
with potential participants by making announcements during student group general body
meetings, posting on their organizational websites, emailing members, and attending their
events. When possible, but to a much lesser extent, I snowballed from my own
participants, who shared information about my study to family and friends.
After realizing I could not access enough parents through youth networks, my
strategy to recruit parents centered on working with a nonprofit in Pacoima, California
located in the San Fernando Valley of Los Angeles County. At Meeting Each Need with
Dignity (MEND), I served as a volunteer English as a second language (ESL) instructor
for Latino immigrant adult learners. After several months, I invited my students and
students in other MEND ESL classes to participate in the research study by making
classroom announcements and distributing fliers. Ultimately, this strategy was not
effective. Some of my students had legal status, while others may not have been
interested in investing additional time away from work or family when the class already
was a three-hour weekly commitment. Yet, my participation as a teacher still allowed me
insights into the Latino immigrant experience, and my volunteer partnership with MEND
eventually allowed me to observe and recruit potential participants from another MEND
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department: their tutoring center. Here I approached parents (almost exclusively
mothers) waiting for their children to receive after school tutoring service from any
anywhere to one to three hours. This recruitment strategy allowed me to diversify entry
points for the sample, and importantly I believe that accessing these mothers would have
been remarkably difficult through other means. All women recruited through MEND
indicated that they felt isolated and spent their days on a strict routine of taking children
to and from school, going to work, the grocery store, and to the tutoring center. Leisure,
public time, and involvement in organizations were limited.
Aware of the critiques on how anti-deportation mobilizing, immigration law, and
immigration research has often privileged heteronormative families (Luibhéid and Cantú
2005; Das Gupta 2014; Chavez 2017), I chose not to explicitly define family for
participants when making recruitment efforts. While no queer families participated,
leaving this family definition open meant that I didn’t disqualify two participants whose
experience and definition of family extended beyond the nuclear family. One citizen
participant shared his experience of being co-raised by a co-resident undocumented aunt,
and an undocumented interviewee described her experience sharing a household with her
undocumented mother, undocumented sister, and her sister’s citizen children. Leaving the
definition open is also particularly important for working class families of color, many of
which have historically relied on extended family and “fictive kin” (Stack 1974; Dill
2011).
While my intention was to include families as a unit, my recruitment strategy
focused on recruiting willing participants – regardless of their status – so long as their
families included at least one U.S. citizen and at least one undocumented person. In
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practice, this usually meant that I would interview someone who was willing to share
their story, but unwilling to ask their family members to participate or they asked, but
found that their loved ones were unwilling to partaking in this project. While aware that
recruitment would be challenging, I was initially surprised by what I saw as fascinating
family, educational/generational, and gender dynamics. Certainly, it is well understood
that accessing the undocumented population can be difficult, especially when
enforcement-centered immigration policies and anti-immigrant sentiment are the part of
today’s political climate (Gonzales 2011, 606-607). Adding the stipulations of being part
of a mixed-status family created another barrier to accessing a group of people within an
already difficult to reach population. Participating in a study about mixed-status families
meant that respondents had to be comfortable sharing information about their lives and
their families. As a result, participants’ decision to participate, therefore, implicated not
only their own comfort, but also the comfort and security of loved ones.
Generally, young adults, including undocumented and citizen individuals, were
open to participating in the project compared to participants in their forties and fifties.
This can be a product of age, or it could be that these educated young adults were familiar
with the basic steps of a research project whereas older participants typically had little
formal education and possibly less of an understanding of what participating in a research
study entailed. When asking young people about the possibility of their parent’s
participation, youth were forthright that their parents were either too untrusting, or simply
too busy to participate in an interview. Some youth also explicitly shared that they were
participating against the wishes of their parents. In retrospect, this should not have been
all too surprising. After all, youth have been the most active in mobilizing for immigrant
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rights in recent years (Martinez 2015). A generational divide exists among families
where, for instance, undocumented youth are open about their status, while parents
remain fearful and much less willing to discuss being undocumented openly (Carcamo
2015).
In some cases, participants were unwilling to ask parents about their participation
because family relationships were fraught or because participants were shielding me for
my own protection. As Teresa noted to me on the telephone: “trust me, you do not want
to talk to my father” elaborating that she did not feel comfortable placing me in a position
alone with her substance-abusing biological father. Alcoholism, severe illness, and
mental health issues made parents of citizen and undocumented youth inaccessible.
Understandably, the least surprising barrier to accessing some parents was that they were
no longer living in the United States because they had been deported. In these few cases,
I made no effort to inquire about interviewing parents, even if it would have been
possible though the telephone or a digital video platform.
There is also a possibility gender dynamics were at play. Women, it often seemed,
were slightly more open and eager to participate than men. As a result, women were also
the gatekeepers to possibly reaching new participants (as is clear in Table 2). Indeed, it is
also women to whom I owe a great deal, for they were the interviewees who were most
persistent about recruiting others, including male partners to participate. Regardless of
whether their help actually materialized into an interview, women who performed the
gendered labor of serving as a contact person and scheduler for their male partners,
brothers, or fathers. This labor, I understand, was necessary as I had to partake in a
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delicate dance when asking women if I could interview their husbands and male partners
– especially as a young, unmarried heterosexual woman myself.
The interviews were carried out with participants in locations of their choosing.
Interviews were typically conducted in homes, cafes, restaurants, and on college
campuses. All interviews were audio recorded. Interview themes centered on questions
pertaining to experiences of citizenship, belonging, familial responsibilities, and details
of their familial relationships, and experiences of discrimination. Additionally, I asked
respondents about their thoughts on media representations of mixed-status families and
immigration policies. In addition to these questions, I asked parents questions about
parenting, migration, and plans for their children. Interviews ranged from 1 hour to 3.5
hours in length, averaging about 1.5 hours for an interview.
Part of the interview protocol was also informed by “talking back” strategies; an
approach sociologist Lisa D. Brush (2011) used with welfare mothers so that they could
talk back to the popular demonization of their families. I used modified prompts to invite
participants to talk back to elected officials and media representations of their families.
Specifically, I had participants “talk back” to any policy-maker who would propose mass
deportations and the reforming of birthright citizenship. Using these approaches allowed
me to capture everyday claims-making Latinos make about themselves and their families’
worthiness to belong in the United States.
After collecting the data, I gave each respondent a pseudonym. Following
Dreby’s (2010) strategy, I gave each participant a pseudonym that corresponds with the
ethnic origin of his or her legal name. I then transcribed the interviews and coded the
transcripts using NVivo qualitative data analysis software. Data analysis was guided by
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grounded theory techniques (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Charmaz 2006). Data was first
open-coded (Charmaz 2006), followed by more focused coding. Prior and during data
analysis, I wrote analytical memos to better synthesize the data. I coded interviews for a
broad range of experiences and claims making. For instance, I coded for how citizens
articulate their citizenship practices, family responsibilities, when and how their
citizenship feels most salient to them and questions about community and belonging.
Similarly, when participants were undocumented, I asked about how they make sense of
their belonging and the roles they play in their families.
1.3 Research Site: Los Angeles County
California continues to be an important immigrant destination particularly for
Mexican and Latina/o immigrants. California is also home to a large settled
undocumented population, meaning that about 49% of the population has resided in the
U.S. for at least ten years (Pastor et al. 2013). The state is also home to the largest
concentration of Latinos in the United States; in California, they are 39% of the
population, outnumbering whites as of 2014 (Lopez 2014). Out of the Latino population
in California, 84% are Mexican-origin (Pew Research Center 2014).
Nestled by Ventura County to the west, Kern County to the North, San
Bernardino to the East, and Orange County to the south, rests Los Angeles County. The
county represents fifteen cities, several regions, and a sprawl of neighborhoods with
distinct cultural and political histories. As a county, Los Angeles is the most populated in
the United States, comprising of over ten million people, with 37% of the population
being foreign born (U.S. Census Bureau 2010a). Los Angeles remains today a racially
diverse metropolis and immigrant gateway. Participants hail from primarily Central Los
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Angeles, East and South-East Los Angeles, and the San Fernando Valley. These regions
have included long-standing Mexican American communities and an increased Latino
population since the 1980s (Charles 2006).
In Los Angeles county where this study takes place, undocumented immigrants
and their families face relatively less hostile immigration and enforcement contexts. In
many ways, California and Los Angeles County represent the vanguard of immigrantfriendly policies. Here, immigrants without legal status have access to driver’s licenses,
some state benefits, and live in a city celebrated as a sanctuary city. As a sanctuary city,
Los Angeles pledges itself as a community against having local law enforcement
communicating with ICE agents if a person in custody is an undocumented immigrant.
As a result of local activists mobilizing and issuing political pressure, California
Governor Jerry Brown signed the Trust Act in 2013. The California Trust Act is a
statewide policy that prevents all California counties from putting a hold on a jailed
detainee to have ICE take them into immigration custody (Caltrustact.org). The only
exception to this rule is if the detainee has committed a serious crime (Caltrustact.org).
Previously, if a person was detained following even a minor infraction, the stipulations of
287(g) agreements with S-Comm meant that local authorities would be required to notify
ICE that an undocumented person is in their custody and to hold them in their jail for up
to 48 hours so that they could pick them up.
Despite these gains, I observed that activists were quick to point out that Secure
Communities (S-Comm) was quickly replaced with ICE’s Priority Enforcement Program
(PEP) (National Immigration Law Center 2015). Therefore, even when activists
seemingly made policy gains, vigilance was needed to flesh out what really changes and
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what stays the same. Across Los Angeles County, activists facilitated know your rights
workshops that included informational sessions on S-Comm and PEP.
One notable pro-immigrant policy in California grants undocumented immigrants
state driver’s licenses. Made possible by Assembly Bill 60, about 605,000 immigrants
have already accessed their license (Sanchez 2016). Eligibility requirements include
proof of California residency (McGreevy 2015). As of 2016, California joins eleven other
states and Washington D.C. in providing driver’s licenses to individuals regardless of
immigration status (National Immigration Law Center 2016).
It is important to note that accessing driver’s licenses immensely helped
immigrant drivers. However, in this study, several undocumented immigrant participants
(or their immigrant family members) had not sought out a driver’s license. For some,
being on a governmental database was enough of a deterrent from accessing their license.
One citizen young adult, Diruhi, notes how her mother refers to her undocumented
stepfather as “scaredy cat” because he refuses to apply for a driver’s license. For others,
their real or assumed ineligibility served as the barrier.3 These licenses also include
explicit language differentiating the card from one that is processed to a legal resident or
citizen. Licenses issued to those without legal status include the language ‘federal limits
apply’ on the top right corner of the license. This small differentiation, according to
participants like Samuel, is enough to invite discrimination when asked to show
identification to authorities. In any case, for many immigrants, having driver’s licenses
available did not mean it was a resource some chose to access.

3

Undocumented immigrants with active deportation orders and/or criminal records
can access driver’s licenses, but doing so is a risky endeavor that can lead to being
detained and deported (Immigration Legal Resource Center 2015).
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1.4 Plans, Responsibilities, and The Limits of Citizenship
For Latinos in mixed-status families, belonging implicates the matter of U.S.
education in post-deportation plans, family responsibility, and place-based belonging in
Los Angeles. In chapter 2, I outline the legal context for mixed-status families by
charting how immigration policies became increasingly enforcement-centered. In this
same chapter, I also discuss the symbolic and proposed policy challenges immigrant
families face in the public sphere. Mixed-status families are the center of various national
debates over reforming birthright citizenship and are the targets of public vitriol.
Together, numerous policies and discourses seemingly leave mixed-status families
outside the boundaries of inclusion. In chapter 3, I outline how undocumented parents are
part of reproducing and conceptualizing the citizenship status of their American
offspring. Even while their own status is insecure, undocumented parents value the U.S.
educational opportunities of their children, and see U.S. schooling as a right for their
citizen children, so much so that many are willing to fragment their families if they or
their partners are deported. Parents use the phrasing no quiero cortarle las alas [I do not
want to cut off their wings] to emphasize their roles in the residence and educational
opportunities of their children. While there is some ambivalence, particularly among
those currently fighting a deportation order, this language highlights the importance of
education in undocumented parents’ hopes, dreams, and plans.
In chapter 4, I find that plans and the lived realities of families are not always
lived as planned. In this chapter, I track how citizen young adults manage familial
responsibility. While U.S. citizens have citizenship privilege relative to their
undocumented family members, the adult-age children of undocumented parents use this
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privilege to help their families, while the pathway to college is also made more difficult
when financial aid processes ask for parent’s social security numbers and other U.S.
authorization information. Building on Laura Enriquez’s (2015) concept of
“multigenerational punishment” I find that adult age children do experience the
punishment of their parent’s status, but I highlight how citizen young adults themselves
manage this familial illegality. Among other findings, I find that the hope or
responsibility to sponsor parents for legalization is often a not a family-friendly option
for families who do not want to separate and wait out a ban outside the United States.
These harsh realities stand in stark contrast to any public discourse about so-called
“anchor babies” and the opportunistic use of citizen children’s privileges.
Chapter 5 focuses on how citizens in mixed-status families experience belonging
at the local level. The question of where Latinos feel belonging is a nuanced one as these
citizens feel belonging is placed-based. In multi-ethnic segregated Los Angeles, citizens
generally feel comfortable in this city, but experience racism and racial microagressions
in predominantly white communities. It is in white communities where Latinos are told to
go back to Mexico, are racially profiled, and experience a range of indignities that mark
them as foreigners, unwanted, or inferior. Since belonging always implicates how others
embrace or reject you, this chapter shifts from conceptualizing citizenship as only a
national or legal construct to a sense of belonging that is negotiated and foreclosed
spatially in mundane circumstances. These racialized experiences also shape how Latinos
exercise agency in responding to microagressions. Latinos use primarily language, selfpresentation, and family strategies to mitigate racism.
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In the concluding chapter, I summarize the main findings and unpack some of the
contradictions in this work. For one, the findings solidify further the importance of family
in shaping plans and choices. Parents have an optimistic view of their children’s futures,
despite the challenges youth may face in the event of a parental deportation or in
navigating higher education. For these parents, they feel a responsibility to protect what
they see as their children’s citizenship or moral right to get an education—but this
perception is also based on a dual frame of reference where parents value and better
appreciate U.S. education opportunities over those available in their home countries
(Ogbu 1990; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 1995). For this reason, if a parent is
deported, forced separation is deemed preferable. On the other hand, going through a
legalization process where a parent voluntarily exits the country and waits a several years
ban is not considered an appropriate plan when families do want to stay together.
Parental views of education and the actual college-going experience of young
adults can and do differ. Indeed, some children of undocumented parents do make it to
college, and given my recruitment strategy, certainly participants in the youth sample did
reach their higher education goals. On the other hand, while U.S. pathways to college are
perceived as far superior to those available in Mexico, college-bound or college-going
citizen young adults do not necessarily navigate a higher education or financial aid
system that is always meritocratic or sensitive to the plight of students in mixed-status
families. Aside from the challenges of illegality, belonging is also space and race-based.
Even if undocumented parents or siblings eventually secure their residency or citizenship,
these privileges will not shield them from the micro-aggressions Mexican Americans face
in segregated Los Angeles. Ultimately, family and place shape belonging for Latinos in
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mixed-status families, while they also manage and try to mitigate the challenges of
illegality. This dissertation centers on the unique subjectivities of Americans and their
immigrant loved ones who must grapple day-to-day with the realities of illegality and
their own racialized sense of belonging.
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CHAPTER 2
THE LEGAL CONTEXT AND RACIALIZED DISCOURSE ON MIXED-STATUS
FAMILIES
Intensified immigration internal enforcement, such as policing programs, raids,
and the detention and deportation of immigrants, characterize the current immigration
policy context. Undocumented immigration from Mexico, however, is not new. This
migration is now a new phenomenon, as the U.S. state has long produced “illegality” by
implementing immigration policies that have often intentionally or otherwise encouraged
(un)authorized Mexican labor migration to the United States (De Genova 2004). In the
earlier part of the 20th century, the U.S.-Mexico border was a line of little meaning as
many Mexicans would cross on both sides to meet with family, make purchases, or go to
work (Ngai 2003). It was not until 1924 that the Border Patrol was instituted and the idea
of an illegal migrant was born (Ngai 2003; Massey 2007). At a time when Mexican
migration to the U.S. was minimal, the Bracero Program (1942-1964) formalized the
seasonal migration of temporary Mexican workers and directly catalyzed an increase in
unauthorized migration from Mexico (Calavita 1992; Massey 2007).
One year after the Bracero Program’s expiration, the Immigration and
Naturalization Act of 1965 was passed. While finally abolishing race-based quotas, the
1965 Act also introduced visa caps for aspiring migrants from Western hemisphere
countries that were restrictive to Mexicans in particular (Massey 2007; Kim 2007). These
visa limitations did nothing to reduce demand for Mexican labor or relieve the economic
conditions that made migration attractive, resulting in an increase in unauthorized
migration (Ngai 2003; Massey 2007). The Mexican economic crisis of the 1980s, the
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North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the continued demand for
cheapened4 labor facilitated the continued flow of undocumented Mexican migration to
the United States.
The presence of mixed-status families in the United States has largely been
facilitated by U.S. policies that have incentivized immigrant permanent settlement. For
example, the Immigration and Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986, followed by the
Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IRRIRA) in 1996
tightened border control, cutting the circular migration previously common among
Mexican workers (Massey et al. 2003). These policies, coupled with border enforcing
programs following the attacks of September 11 made clandestine border crossing more
dangerous and difficult (Dowling and Inda 2013). As the border became less porous,
many undocumented immigrants already in the country decided to settle in the U.S.
While immigration statuses are not fixed, the absence of immigration reform has
also solidified—for many—an undocumented status that has been unchanged for
decades. Now thirty years since the last broad legalization offered under President
Ronald Reagan, over half of the undocumented population has been in the U.S. for at
least ten years (Krogstad et al. 2016). The demand for feminized service work has also
meant that since the 1980s, more women have comprised the undocumented population
in the U.S. (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994). Moreover, differences in citizenship among
parents and children are made possible by birthright citizenship that grants citizenship to
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Here, ‘cheapened’ is borrowed from Cynthia Enloe’s (2004) scholarship, instead
of using the phrase ‘cheap labor’ which naturalizes inequality by disguising the global
politics that make certain workers exploitable in the first place.
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children born on U.S. soil. Expectedly, the majority of undocumented parents in the
country have citizen children (Donato and Armenta 2011).
The current legal context for undocumented immigrants can shift from one
moment to the next. I collected data for this dissertation not long after then-President
Barack Obama had announced his Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and Legal
Residents Program (DAPA) in November of 2014. This executive order would have
provided an estimated 4.4 million eligible undocumented parents of U.S. citizens or legal
residents temporary protection from deportation (National Immigration Law Center
2015). Even while a Texas judge issued a preliminary injunction on the deferred action
program, DAPA remained a possibility for families until the Supreme Court permanently
blocked the program in June 2016. With the recent death of Antonin Scalia, the eightperson Supreme Court was deadlocked in a 4-4 decision on whether the program should
be accessible (Liptak and Shear 2016).
President Obama described the news as “heartbreaking for the millions of
immigrants who have made their lives here” (Liptak and Shear 2016). Indeed, the
heartbreak was legible. In group calls and meetings with immigrant communities across
the country, I heard the deep disappointment of parents who expressed between tears:
...I feel impotent. What gives me hope now are my children. I am not eligible for
DACA or DAPA. My only hope was DAPA. One comes here to better themselves
and not to be criminals like some say. My children give me hope.
Despite disappointment, some offered the comforting refrain reminding us that struggle
and hope is always ongoing: vamos a seguir luchando, pase lo que pase, we will keep
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fighting no matter what happens. Others, in informal conversations, shared with me that
they had no expectation that DAPA would have become accessible, and therefore, did not
feel distraught by the news. Although DAPA was not perfect and far from any real
comprehensive immigration reform, it was an avenue for hope when current immigration
policies are restrictionist and increasingly centered on criminalizing immigrants.
This policy shift towards criminalizing undocumented immigrants began with the
passage of the aforementioned Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986
(Lawston and Escobar 2009; Donato and Armenta 2011). IRCA represented a threepronged approach to curbing undocumented migration by granting amnesty to an eligible
2.3 million undocumented immigrants while also increasing border enforcement and
providing employer sanctions for employing unauthorized workers (Bean et al. 1990).
Funding for border enforcement programs was funneled into “Operation Gatekeeper” in
California and “Operation Hold the Line” in Texas. As a result of pressures to address
what was considered the racialized problem of “illegal” immigration, the budget for
Operation Gatekeeper doubled, resulting in a significant increase in border patrol agents
and the incorporation of new technologies of surveillance (Nevins 2002). While IRCA
and subsequent border policing programs made the border less durable, it did not curb
unauthorized migration as intended, and instead made border crossing more dangerous
and settlement more extended or permanent (Kossoudji 1992; Massey et al. 2002). In a
context of increased enforcement, the consequences of these policies made settlement and
mixed-status family formation more likely.
In the 1990s, along with severe cutbacks to immigrants’ access to social services,
the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) as well as
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the Anti-Terrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act (ATEDP) furthered the stipulations
of IRCA through increased enforcement. These acts established broader criteria for
deportable offenses, limited acceptable “extreme hardship” claims to defer deportations,
eliminated judicial review for deportation cases and established the controversial 287(g)
programs which partner local law enforcement with federal immigration authorities for
enforcement purposes (Hernandez 2008; Dowling and Inda 2013; Doty and Wheatley
2013). These policies tripled immigrant detention in the late 1990s (Hernandez 2008).
Following the attacks of September 11th, the Department of Homeland Security
instituted Immigration Control and Enforcement (ICE) for the purpose of detaining and
deporting immigrants (Kanstroom 2007). In this post-9/11 moment, discourses of
national security facilitated the criminalization of immigrants or “crimmigration”
(Stumpf 2006; Coutin 2011). Crimmigration includes increased interior enforcement
programs and legislation that criminalizes unauthorized status, even though unauthorized
entry or overstaying a visa is a civil infraction, not a criminal act (Khoulish 2010).
Despite this important distinction, enforcement programs like Secure Communities (Scomm) assisted ICE in identifying undocumented persons by working with local police
(Waslin 2011). In many cases, individuals have been caught in the immigration
enforcement dragnet because of minor infractions, such as traffic violations (Waslin
2011). In 2010 over half of deported migrants had no criminal convictions (Goodman
2011). The removal of immigrants who committed minor violations suggests
enforcement programs are not about removing violent criminals, but are instead about
criminalizing non-persons under the state. In turn, the state’s surveillance of
undocumented immigrants serves to control them and their families (Boehm 2012).
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The major outcome of increased policing is the record-breaking rates of
immigrants detained and deported. In the contemporary moment, ‘illegality’ is
constructed akin to ‘deportability’ (De Genova 2002). This “deportability” is likely more
salient given the widespread implementation of immigration enforcement programs, such
as raids. From 2001 to 2011 the detention of non-citizens increased by over fifty percent
(Siskin 2012). The country deported a record-breaking number of people in 2012 and
2013 at approximately 400,000 each year (U.S. Department of Homeland Security 2013;
2014a) while many in the hundreds of thousands also voluntarily left the country from
2011-2013 (U.S. Department of Homeland Security 2014a). Attrition through
enforcement programs likely influenced both deportations and voluntary removals.
These deportation rates were met with anti-deportation resistance efforts. By
2014, President Obama eliminated the Secure Communities (S-Comm) program that
partnered local law enforcement with immigration authorities to facilitate the removal of
undocumented immigrants. Citing harsh criticism, cities unwilling to participate, and a
general misunderstanding of the program, the Department of Homeland Security
announced S-Comm would be replaced with the Priority Enforcement Program or PEP in
2015 (Johnson 2014). PEP works similar to S-Comm in that immigrants arrested will still
have their information and fingerprints transferred to ICE databases, which can then flag
ICE about an immigrant in police custody. Once an immigrant is flagged in the system,
ICE can request a hold on the detainee to pick them up. According to advisory materials
developed by the Immigrant Legal Resource Center (2016:3) “SComm = PEP. S‐Comm
was dismantled in name, but in fact it continues in practice as ‘PEP.’” The new program
PEP certainly did not represent a victory for immigrants.
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Immigration enforcement policies raise urgent questions for families about their
future. Families must consider how they will cope if a family member is deported,
whether that be familial separation or transplanting the entire family to the parental
country of origin. The latter option is what James Kremer et al. (2009) call the “effective
deportation” of U.S. citizens and non-citizens alike. Similar to what legal scholar
Amanda Colvin calls “de facto deportation,” American citizens may find themselves
living a context in which they are subject to poverty, substandard schooling, and violence
(Kremer et al. 2009). The Board of Immigration Appeals also operates under the
assumption that detained parents will not fight their order of deportation to expedite their
removal and more quickly reunite with their children outside the U.S. (Thronson 2008).
These difficult considerations have been made by hundreds of thousands of families, as
evidenced by reports that indicate that over the course of 2010-2012, the U.S. deported
more than 200,000 parents of U.S. citizen children (Wessler 2012). For families that
decide not to or cannot reunite outside the U.S., children may possibly stay with a
remaining parent, family member or friend. Considerations about how families manage
deportation, then, suggest family units, not immigrants individually, must consider
whether and how they would belong in the country.
2.1 Why Latino Mixed-Status Families? Racialized Experiences and
Representations
Latinos occupy a unique space in the American racial landscape. Latinos are not a
racial group, but an ethnicity. While race is a social construction based on meanings
typically assigned to physical characteristics, ethnicity is based on a broad array of
religious, cultural, and ancestral origins (Omi and Winant 1994). As a result, race –even
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while a social construction – has been theorized as something more fixed whereas
ethnicity can be optional or symbolic (Waters 1990). In this study, however, Latinos did
not talk about their ethnicity as being of an optional nature as we understand European
immigrant do (Waters 1990). Instead, in this study, as well in other research, Mexican
Americans are often treated and made to identify themselves as a distinct racial group
(Telles and Ortiz 2009; Vasquez 2011). Groups can be considered bureaucratically white,
but treated and racialized as non-white in practice, such as Arab Americans (Bayoumi
2011). This discrepancy is certainly true for Mexican Americans. From the moment of
the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, Mexicans on newly annexed U.S. land became
American citizens. This expansion of citizenship essentially marked Mexican Americans
as legally white, although in practice, they were ostensibly treated as a non-white (Glenn
2002; Gómez 2007). Despite being officially white, this was further complicated by the
fact that 19th century public officials discussed Mexican Americans as a distinct and
racially inferior racial group (Gómez 2007). Later, Mexican Americans would at one
point have their own racial category in the 1930 U.S. Census (Massey 2007). To be sure,
the racialization of Mexican Americans has never been straightforward.
Following in line with others, I argue that Latinos and Mexican Americans are a
racialized group, similar to how scholars have described this population as a “racialized
ethnic group” (Telles and Ortiz 2009) or a “racialized ethnicity” (Vasquez 2011). Further,
Mexicans are not simply racialized as non-white, but rather they are racialized
specifically as foreigners and “illegals” (Romero 2006; Golash-Boza 2012; Alcalde
2016). Immigrant replenishment or the long-standing presence of Mexican immigrants in
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the United States means Mexican Americans are sometimes mistaken for foreigners
based on their skin color, physical features, and/or surname (Jiménez 2008).
Noting that racialization plays a role in the lives of Latinos in mixed-status
families is necessary. Particularly in matters of immigration enforcement practices, these
programs are not race neutral in practice or in outcome. Critical race scholars argue that
contemporary immigration law and the state’s punitive approach racialize citizens and
migrants of color in ways that mark them outside the boundaries of inclusion (Johnson
2007; Romero 2008; Sanchez and Romero 2010). Current punitive immigration
enforcement policies violate the human rights of immigrants and the civil rights of
citizens of color (Romero 2008; Camacho 2010). Mexican American citizens are
particularly vulnerable since illegality has long been racialized as distinctly Mexican
(Ngai 2003; De Genova 2003; Hernandez 2008). For example, immigrant policing
programs have led to the racial profiling of Latinos (Romero 2006; Johnson 2007; RubioGoldsmith and Romero 2008; Gunkel and Wahl 2012). Immigration enforcement
programs typically target Latino communities where citizens and non-citizens reside and
use “Mexicanness” as probable cause of a person being undocumented (Romero 2006;
Romero 2008b). These immigration enforcement programs, therefore, impact Mexicans
regardless of citizenship status and make Latino families collateral damage (Romero
2008b; Golash-Boza 2012).
Punitive immigration enforcement can be read as a racial project of removal. For
example, most immigrants in detention are Latino and over half of all detainees are
specifically from Mexico (Siskin 2012). In recent years, most immigrants deported are
also from Mexico (U.S. Department of Homeland Security 2014). The state’s inability to
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pass comprehensive reform coupled with widespread deportation is a form of “racial
expulsion” that has less to do with stances against unauthorized immigration as it is about
underlying racism (Camacho 2010: 6). The detention and deportation of immigrants also
impacts the Latino community more generally, as over a quarter of Latinos know
someone who was detained or deported in the year 2013 (Pew Research Center 2014).
Lending credibility to the racial expulsion thesis, history also serves as a reminder that
the U.S. implemented widespread deportation campaigns in the 1930s and 1950s that not
only deported Mexican immigrants, but also Mexican Americans (Sanchez 1993; Nevins
2002; Balderrama and Rodriguez 2006; Acuña 2010). The racialized foundation of
punitive immigration enforcement is clear, but these practices may also be gendered.
In their study of survey and interview data with deported migrants, sociologists
Tanya Golash-Boza and Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo (2013) argue that contemporary
deportation trends are a gendered and raced project that mark Latino men as the
disproportionate target. The mounting evidence of data on the deportation of Latino
migrant men lends credence to this thesis, but this outcome reflects how these men are
deemed disposable as workers following the 2008 recession (Golash-Boza and
Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013:273) The targeted apprehension of Mexican men migrants may
be further evidenced by workplace raids in worksites typically occupied by this
population, such as construction (Molina 2014). While undocumented men may articulate
a right to belong in the country based on their moral worth as good workers (De la Torre
2013) racist and gendered logics of disposability may make them vulnerable to
deportation.
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Historical typifications of Latino bodies as criminal may have more easily
advanced the contemporary immigration policy shifts towards crimmigration. For
instance, sociologist David Hernandez (2008) argues that the discourse of national
security was effective in criminalizing Latino immigrants precisely because this group
has long been constructed as archetypal criminals. Indeed, national discourses have long
criminalized Mexican Americans and Mexican migrants as bandidos (bandits) to gang
members that are prone to crime and violence (Romero 2001; Rios 2011:160-161). These
discourses are sustained by contemporary depictions of the Mexican body as inherently
criminal (Aguirre et al. 2011). Certainly, the latest incarnation of this depiction was
reintroduced in Trump’s final presidential debate when he referred to undocumented
immigrants as “bad hombres” or bad men (Rhodan 2016). While the criminalization of
Mexican migrants is gendered, crimmigration also impact immigrant and mixed-status
families broadly.
The deportations of primarily Latino men also create drastic gendered shifts in the
ways families must manage survival. In cases of a husband and father’s deportation,
wives and mothers are forced into shouldering more breadwinning and caregiving
responsibilities (Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013; Dreby 2012, 2015).
Ultimately, aside from the emotional stress of coping with family separation, families
must also contend with increased vulnerability to poverty. Ironically, as anti-immigrant
groups may laud deportation as a strategy to relieve the perceived economic burden of
immigrants, deportations may actually push families into utilizing subsidized housing and
childcare services (Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013). As a result of familial
separation, deported Mexican migrants also cite their partner’s increased poverty as a
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motivation for return migration (Molina 2014). Ultimately, these policies have an
incredibly detrimental impact on familial financial stability.
While the current landscape of punitive immigration enforcement criminalizes
migrant Latino men, immigration policies and discourse that target families often
construct immigrant women’s reproduction as a problem. In her study of pregnant and
birthing Mexican immigrant women in New York, Anthropologist Alyshia Galvez (2011)
has argued “pregnant Mexican immigrants are perhaps the repository of more anxiety and
tension than any other figures in the contemporary United States polity” (29). Similarly,
in his thesis of the cultural production of “Latino Threat,” Leo Chavez (2013) argues that
Mexican immigrant women’s bodies are “ground zero in a war of not only words but also
public policies and laws" (74). It is within this context that mixed-status families are
targeted simply because they exist. In these and other comparable claims, mothers are
casted as opportunistic breeders and their children as illegitimate or “illegal” citizens
(Romero 2011; Chavez 2013). Contemporary debates over Latina or Mexican immigrant
women’s reproduction are imbued with a longstanding discourse that provided a
language in which to critique these women’s families in the 1990s.
In part due to an increase in women migrants, the renewed concern over the
reproduction of immigrants became a political issue in the 1990s (Gutiérrez 2008;
Chavez 2013). It is during this time that the archetype of the “problem immigrant” shifted
from gendered male to gendered female (Jacobson 2006). While there was a “welfare
queen” discourse that demonized black women, the racialized and gendered depictions of
undocumented women also positioned Latinas, particularly Mexican-origin women, as
economic burdens to the state (Gutiérrez 2008). For instance, in the 1990s, strong
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national rhetoric relied on centering attention to the supposed fecundity of Mexican
immigrant women to cut social services that were allegedly draining the state (Gutiérrez
2008). In this 1990s-era rhetoric, racialized immigrant mothers and their children were
cast as economic problems; sympathy and concern so often extended to children was not
case for the non-white children of non-citizen parents (Reese 2005; Briggs 2012; 280).
This 1990s-era discourse resulted in the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity and Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) or the Welfare Reform Act of 1996 that
drastically restricted social services to low-income families. The legislation replaced the
cash-based federal welfare program Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC)
with Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), a program meant to encourage
work force participation (Reese 2005). PRWORA barred undocumented immigrants from
accessing federal social services, including TANF, Medicaid, food stamps, and other
subsidies (Leiter et al. 2006). While PRWORA was a watershed legislation that
drastically changed how the country manages welfare support, it was California’s
Proposition 187 that first ushered in the momentum for federal welfare reform
(Marchevsky and Theoharris 2000; Romero 2011).
Proposition 187 was a 1994 ballot initiative passed by California voters that
sought to limit aid and social services to undocumented immigrants. The measure would
have restricted vital services that are especially necessary for children and families, such
as immunization services, childhood education, and pre-natal care (Cacho 2000). While
earlier anti-immigrant discourse focused on the trope of immigrants taking jobs, support
for Proposition 187 was garnered through the fear of a growing Latino population that
was perceived as an economic drain to the state (Cacho 2000; Jacobson 2008). Publicly,
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however, grassroots activists and elected officials in support of Proposition 187
disavowed any racist intent and argued the proposition was a step towards fiscal
pragmatism (Calavita 1996; Cacho 2000; Jacobson 2008; HoSang 2010). Ultimately,
while some research points to how categories of worth based on the “good” legal
immigrant and the “bad” illegal immigrant were drawn in the debates of Proposition 187
(Brown 2013) much of the work tracking the discourse point to how Proposition 187 was
a racial project that drew discursive boundaries between white victims and unwanted
Latino invaders (Cacho 2000; Santa Ana 2002; Jacobson 2008; HoSang 2010). While
ultimately overturned, Proposition 187 exemplified a shift in racial politics.
It is within this context of welfare-reform policies, the discourse surrounding
“anchor babies” first surfaced. The derogatory term refers to the children born of
undocumented immigrant women that specifically birth children on U.S. soil in order to
be “anchored” to the U.S. by securing residency for themselves. In the 1990s,
conservative political pundits on Fox News and CNN programs introduced the term as it
is understood today (Chavez 2013). The public discussion of this practice did not become
widespread until the 2000s when the issue gained prominence in online blogs and forums
(Ignatow and Williams 2008).
The so-called phenomenon lacks any supporting evidence, and has been
challenged as a tactic used to drum up support for reforming birthright citizenship
(Kendall 2012). Indeed, this practice is not supported by patterns of undocumented
immigrant family formation in the U.S.; more than 50% of undocumented immigrants
that birth citizen children have been in the country at least five years (Passel and Cohn
2009). Moreover, migration for birthing a citizen child seems improbable. In their
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extensive interview study with Latino migrants, Douglas Massey and Magaly Sanchez
(2010) find that immigrants report migrating to the U.S. for economic reasons, family
reunification, or to escape violence. Despite the stereotypes about Mexican immigrant
women’s reproductive motivations and their “hyper-fertility,” these women are often
ambivalent about having children and carefully negotiate familial and economic factors
when considering when to start families (Hirsch 2003; Galvez 2011).
The feasibility of the “anchor baby” practice is also illogical considering current
immigration sponsorship policy. Undocumented mothers seeking to adjust their status
through a citizen child would have to wait until said child is twenty-one years old and
able to demonstrate an income of 125% above the poverty line (Kendall 2012). The
forced removal of parents of citizen children further demonstrates that the “anchor baby”
scheme is a farce (Kendall 2012). Despite the existence of evidence that marks the
“anchor baby” practice a myth, organizations focused on restricting immigration, such as
the Federation of American Immigration Reform (FAIR) push this rhetoric in online
spaces (Flores-Yeffal et al. 2011) and mainstream media (Chavez 2013).
Alongside this potent discourse concerning the children of undocumented mothers,
several policy attempts have been made to reform birthright citizenship. The U.S. Citizen
Reform Act in 2005 and the Birthright Citizenship Act in 2007 proposed making the
children born to undocumented parents ineligible for birthright citizenship (Chavez
2013). In the end, the U.S. Citizen Reform Act had 87 sponsors, but ultimately stalled in
the Immigration and Border Security Committee (Civic Impulse 2015a). Similarly, the
Birthright Citizenship Act of 2007 stalled in the same committee with 104 cosponsors
(Civic Impulse 2015b). In 2010, conservative Arizona politicians presented Senate Bill
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1308 arguing for separate birth certificates for children of undocumented parents and
Senate Bill 1309 to make Arizona citizenship exclusive to children born of at least one
U.S. citizen parent (del Puerto 2010). At the federal level, Senators Rand Paul and David
Vitter introduced a resolution to amend the constitution to modify birthright citizenship,
while Representative Steve King introduced the Birthright Citizenship Act of 2011 to the
house (Kendall 2012).
Ultimately, neither of these recent proposals were successful in reforming birthright
citizenship. In Arizona, both Senate Bills had only the support of about half of
Republican senators (Rau 2011). Claims against the bill ranged from arguing the bill was
“morally reprehensible” to a distraction from addressing more urgent fiscal matters (Rau
2011). Representative King’s proposal died in the house while Senators Paul and Vitter’s
resolution was referred to the Senate committee and later moved to the committee on the
Judiciary where it currently sits (Library of Congress). As it is incredibly difficult to
amend the constitution to change the stipulations of birthright citizenship, it may be that
these policies may be more about communicating symbolic messages than earnest
attempts to modify the jus soli basis of citizenship.
Similar to Kitty Calavita’s (1996) argument that voters voted for Proposition 187 to
“send a message,” birthright citizenship reformers may be sending a message about the
undesirability of mixed-status families. For example, Representative King arrived at
Congress introducing the Birthright Citizenship Act by theatrically carrying an over one
foot high stack of copies of the bill balanced on his shoulder (Chavez 2013). While the
bill itself was only one page long and would not require excessive copies, the rope-tied
stack was meant as a “spectacle” to symbolically represent the burden of undocumented
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immigrants and their citizen children (Chavez 2013).
Feminist scholar Katie Oliviero (2013) argues that these spectacles are about racist
fears responding to and coinciding with major demographic changes. For instance, for the
first time, the number of non-white births exceeded the number of white births in 2011
(Oliviero 2013). Therefore, elected officials may propose birthright reforms for the
symbolic purpose of shaping national discourse and motivating emotional responses to
the “problem” of unauthorized migration and the demographic changes this migration can
produce (Oliviero 2013). However (un)successful these birthright reform bills, these
policy attempts create a discourse that draws symbolic boundaries keeping mixed-status
families out of the national community.
Ultimately, policies and discourse impacting mixed-status families paints a
portrait that seemingly leaves these families outside the American picture. The context of
increased punitive immigration enforcement and the depictions of “anchor babies” mark
a challenge to the legitimacy of both citizens and non-citizens in mixed-status families.
Therefore, citizenship is not solely a legal designation as it is also a social category of
membership. Given the discourse that mark mixed-status families as an abomination of
U.S. laws, the recognition of these families as part of the nation is tenuous at best.
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CHAPTER 3
SERÍA COMO CORTARLE LAS ALAS/IT WOULD BE LIKE CUTTING OFF
THEIR WINGS: EDUCATION & PARENTS MITIGATING FAMILIAL
ILLEGALITY IN THE EVENT OF THEIR DEPORTATION
Walking to Luz’s home, I am struck by the contradiction of overarching freeways
and the constant roar of semi-trucks with the sweet aroma of what might have been a
guava tree. I try to locate this tree, but can only imagine it from its delectable scent. It is a
Wednesday, midday around 1:00 pm; too early for children to be out of school, and only
partway through a typical work shift. It is late October, but the heat rivals any recordbreaking Los Angeles summer day. As I turn the corner and near Luz’s home, there is
little noise, except for the occasional dog barking and the rumble of a distant garbage
truck. “Call me when you get to the house, so I can let you into the back” is what Luz
had told me. In this working-class city of wrought iron-gated store plazas surrounded by
breathtaking mountains, I am on my way to meet Luz once again.
We first met when I was extended an invitation to attend Luz’s daughter’s second
birthday party. It was a Minions party, and while I knew nothing of the movie or the
characters themselves, I could gather that Despicable Me (2010)—from which these
characters are featured—is immensely popular. These yellow, big-eyed characters would
later surface as the backdrop of countless interviews and participant observations, often
with the movie playing in the background or minions merchandise in sight. When I
arrived at the backyard party I was greeted with the splash of the yellows and blues of the
themed party. Small children ran, tumbling themselves into the bounce castle as adults
settled into seats lining the rectangular party tables. A woman warmly introduced herself
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as the birthday girl’s madrina (godparent) and Luz’s comadre. She greeted us and sat me
at the table replete with Minions treats ingeniously made from Twinkies. Luz and her
husband Alfredo would come by to the table moments later. They both wear the same
bright Minions T-shirts, but Luz’s pregnant belly makes the minions image on her shirt
look distorted. Later into the party, when the DJ started playing cumbias for the adults, I
approached Luz to talk to her about the project. She agreed to participate.
A few weeks later, on this sweltering hot day, I find myself walking alongside a
chain link fence that might be enclosing Luz’s home. In the hot sun, nothing looks
familiar. I pull out my phone from my moral bag: “Aqui estoy en frente de su casa,” I
cheerfully speak into my phone. As I go through the gate, Luz’s comadre comes out the
door of the front house, and I realize then that they are also neighbors. Luz lives in her
comadre’s backhouse. We chat briefly, and I excuse myself as I head to the side of the
house towards the back where I see Luz slowly opening the squeaky screen door while
holding back Esme, her two-year old daughter.
Like many immigrants, Luz didn't necessarily plan or dream of migrating to the
United States. Having grown up in a family of five in Veracruz, she grew up thinking
she would continue to live in Mexico, go to school, and later have a family. Her
memories of Mexico are fond, often reflecting on the tranquility of her town and the
familiar sounds and comforts of children playing freely outside. It wasn’t until after she
married her husband Alfredo and had their first child that her partner first proposed the
possibility of migrating to the United States for work. By then, at the young age of 20 and
with a two-year old, they had moved to Mexico City. ¿Para que? ¿Para que enfrentar el
riesgo? For what? ¿Porque nos quieres dejar? Why take the risk? She had asked him. By
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Luz’s account, they were not in extreme poverty, but her husband was lured by the
prospect of earning better to support the family. The idea of him migrating on his own,
she expressed, was also an especially anxiety-producing thought; “Sometimes you hear a
lot about how the men go to the United States and they find a new partner and they don't
return to their families,” Luz said. In the end, he left to work in El Norte, the Unites
States in 2003. Four months later, he sent for Luz and their son to come join him in Los
Angeles.
Now at the kitchen table of her small back house, she shares her experience as an
immigrant mother now twelve years in the U.S. with me. It has also been twelve years
since seeing her family and a little over twelve years since that fateful moment when her
husband first raised the prospect of migrating. Her son, now fifteen is in high school and
has deferred action or DACA5. On her lap, sometimes restless, sits Esme, the only U.S.
citizen in the family until the baby is born. Esme is chubby-cheeked with short black
straight hair. Her large brown eyes convey curiosity as she looks inquisitively at me. She
alternates between sitting on her mother’s lap and sitting on the tile floor at her mother’s
feet with a classic toy. Esme pulls down the lever of her bright yellow “Farmer Says” toy;
the colorful arrow spins and lands on an animal and its appropriate animal sound.
Mooooo, I hear.
When Luz talks about her children, she speaks of opportunity. She hopes her son
will find a professional career in the U.S. and she hopes her two-year old citizen daughter
will do well in school. When she brings up the subject of deportation, I am surprised. Luz

DACA provides eligible youth protection from deportation and work
authorization, although the program is not a pathway to citizenship (Gonzales et al.
2014).
5
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sounds so confident and comfortable with her living situation and life more generally.
However, it is a topic she brought up in connection to her children’s education, which
was a topic we discuss at length. When I ask her what she would do if she was deported,
she says that she wouldn’t compel her children to go with her to Veracruz, because doing
so would keep them from their U.S. schooling. This she said, “sera como cortarle las
alas a mis hijos” – it would be like cutting my children’s wings. This sentiment and
specific phrasing is the first time I would hear it, but was certainly not the last.
Sometimes to my surprise, it is the topic of education that participants often
discussed at length without any prompting. When I began the interviews, I asked
participants: “tell me a little about yourself.” It was then that the topic of education would
surface. Education is often articulated as a matter that is particularly salient for both
parents and children in mixed-status families. Regardless of their actual educational
attainment, narratives about their or other family member’s educational journeys are
significant to many of the participants. Parents, no matter how concerned or unconcerned
they are about the possibility of deportation, disclose how they would facilitate family
fragmentation if it meant their children could remain in the U.S. for school. The few that
express their post-deportation plan to possibly leave as a family do so only after carefully
considering their U.S. citizen children’s educational futures while balancing concerns
over caregiving and mental health. Moreover, for a select few of my participants, the
actual experience of a parental deportation means a complete restructuring of family
plans to accommodate caregiving and educational priorities.
In this chapter I focus on one type of narrative that centers on how participants
think about or act on their family members’ educational futures in the event of a
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deportation. It is in these narratives that we see how families—and parents in particular—
strategize and conceptualize citizenship when considering the possibility of family
unification in their country of origin, or more commonly, family fragmentation. In these
narratives, I find that parents conceptualize citizenship or the U.S-based belonging for
their children as tied to their ability to matriculate through U.S. schools and colleges. For
many parents, possible deportation means that they will do what they can to prevent
cutting their children’s wings, therefore, allowing them to grow, and fly into professional
futures and financial security. For ten of out seventeen parents sampled, facilitating
family fragmentation was the plan if a deportation should occur with four parents
reporting ambivalence, and three parents sharing they would return migrate as a family.6
For parents that report ambivalence or a definite plan of leaving the U.S. as a family,
their narratives still center on their children’s educational opportunities, but often the
decision to return migrate implicates a lack of available caregiver options for their
children should they remain in the United States. These plans, even when ambivalent,
are often based on valuing and supporting children’s education, but this does not mean
children have an easy road ahead either.
This thinking is based on parent’s conceptualization of their children’s citizenship
rights, but it is also expressed as a pragmatic approach to class-based realities. While
citizen and undocumented children can access educational opportunities in the U.S.,
parents recognize that schooling, and quality education in their country of origin comes at
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Out of the three participants who reported return migrating as a family, one
mother shared that she would return migrate with her husband and pre-adolescent
children, but would leave a 17-year old daughter in California so that she could attend
college.
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a cost only achievable to solidly middle class and wealthy families. While this
dissertation highlights how familial illegality and social belonging is experienced for all
members of mixed-status families, this chapter focuses on how (mostly) parents exercise
agency and plan to mitigate this familial illegality for their children. As parents do what
they can to mitigate illegality, their plans are indeed just that: plans. In the next chapter, I
show how even when deportation does not occur or family arrangements go according to
plan, children do grow up to face educational barriers and challenges faced by illegality.
While parents try to manage their illegality in relation to their children and
exercise considerable agency in doing so, familial illegality is present in the narratives
parents share when they think about deportation. The possibility of deportation looked
through the prism of the family also demonstrates the importance of looking at
citizenship as a familial practice. While ‘illegality’ is constructed akin to ‘deportability’
(De Genova 2002), managing and mitigating illegality is a familial practice for mixedstatus families. Citizens theoretically should not fear deportation, but as part of mixedstatus families, the deportation of a parent might mean leaving the country to live a life in
a country that is likely unfamiliar.
These family deliberations complicate family plans, and specifically trouble
family arrangements surrounding children’s educational futures. Children who remain in
the United States after a parent’s deportation can exhibit mental and physical symptoms
that can and do make their school leaning difficult (Dreby 2012; Zayas 2015). On the
other hand, children that return with their deported parents face institutional barriers in a
new context where they may be legally considered foreigners and ineligible for
educational resources and opportunities (Medina and Menjívar 2015). Families managing
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illegality, therefore, implicate children and their education. Before discussing deportation
at more depth, I turn now to the matter of education; a matter held dear by parents.
“The goals and values of Mexican Americans
have never centered on education”
-Thomas Sowell, Ethnic America: A History, p.266
3.1 Latinos and Education
Higher education scholars in recent years have critiqued the deficit model
approach to understanding Latino educational achievement. This model assumes that
students of color are to blame for their lower educational achievement because “they and
their families have internal defects or deficits that thwart the learning process” (Valencia
and Black 2002; 83). This model essentially blames the victim and largely casts parents
as inadequate, while ignores structural and institutional barriers that might impede Latino
educational success (Valencia and Black 2002).
One structural issue is that Latino students are concentrated in schools with few
resources and information about the college-going process (Gándara and Contreras
2009). When Latino immigrant parents do get involved in advocating for their children’s
access to good schools and educational resources, school staff and experts often disregard
or discount parent’s suggestions or knowledge (Dyrness 2011). Using critical race theory,
Villenas and Deyhle (1999) confirm that schools exclude Latino parents through
bureaucratic requirements and culturally insensitive practices. Schools and school staff
also perpetuate a Latino achievement gap by tracking Latino students and using racialized
logics to discipline their bodies (Rios 2011; Ochoa 2013). There is a long history of
tracking students of color away from college preparatory classes and into classes that
prepare students for vocational and service careers (Oakes and Guiton 1995). In their
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study of four west coast highs schools, Oakes and Guiton (1995) found that Latino
students were believed to the most appropriate pupils for vocational courses, more so
than any other racial or ethnic group student population. High school principals, school
security guards, and teachers also participate in criminalizing young boys of color who by
overly surveilling them and assuming these students are headed to prison (Rios 2011).
Another structural issue faced by specifically Mexican undocumented parents is
fear that their immigration status might make them vulnerable to deportation if they seek
educational programs or resources for their children (Yoshikawa 2011). Indeed, parental
immigration status shapes how children and families navigate schooling and
developmental programs (Suárez-Orozco and Yoshikawa 2013). Parental undocumented
status also has other indirect effects on children’s educational success. For example, a
parent’s precarious immigration status often contributes to poverty and the need to
frequently move, which impacts children’s educational stability and performance
(Suárez-Orozco et al. 2010). Therefore, there are many structural barriers and
immigration-related obstacles that can contribute to Latino/a educational attainment.
Despite the many assumptions and research suggesting that Latinos, and
Mexicans do not value education (Valencia and Black 2002) my research participants,
regardless of age, gender, family relationship or citizenship status, often discuss the
importance of education—and voice this sentiment without any prompting. College
students and college graduate are not the only participants that shared these thoughts.
Across the board, participants, including parents who only completed elementary school
or U.S. citizen children who had not gone to college discuss the importance of education.
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Many of the parents in this study are also involved in their children’s education
one way or another. Parents of younger children report going to parent-teacher
conferences and occasional school events or programs. During my observations with the
Garcia-Mendez family, I observe how their daily routines centered on twelve-year old
Lana’s homework. When Lana asked about playing a DVD or visiting her Tia, her
mother Karina would ask: “is your homework done?” Indeed, this was the most common
question asked during my time with the family, and my image of Lana is of her sitting by
the kitchen table, head stooped in a book as we try to figure out how to work out a math
equation.
Latinos in mixed-status families care very much about their and their children’s
education. My time with families does not find families culturally averse to getting a
good education or earning a college degree. The deficit model of blaming Latinos or
other racialized groups for their low educational attainment pathologizes groups that are
marginalized because of structural and systemic inequalities, rather than their culture
(Ayala 2012). For mixed-status families, the question of education is inextricably linked
with the question of deportation. For all the barriers undocumented parents face, parents’
articulations surrounding their children’s citizenship and education highlights the ways in
which familial illegality is managed and negotiated.
ICE is loose over those streets.
We never know when we will be hit.
They cry, the children cry at the doorway,
They cry when they see that their mother will not come back.
-La Santa Cecilia, from the song “ICE El Hielo” translated in English
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3.2 Deporting Dreams in Los Angeles and Across the Country
Los Angeles is considered a less hostile environment for immigrants compared to
newer immigration destination sites. The county of Los Angeles and the state of
California arguably also represent the gold standard in implementing immigrant-friendly
policy solutions. Despite this, parents are also aware that the nature of their legal status
made their position in this country precarious. Even while living in the somewhat
welcoming setting of Los Angeles county, in the backdrop of their daily lives
undocumented parents were aware of anti-immigrant national discourses that permeate
through their TV screens, radios, and into everyday conversations. Collecting interviews
during 2015-2016 meant the presidential election was in full swing and Donald Trump’s
particularly virulent rhetoric about deporting Mexicans was on their minds and raging in
their hearts. This discourse also reminded immigrants of how they are framed as
criminals. While immigration policy had long been shifting towards a punitive and more
“crimmigration” approach (Stumpf 2006; Coutin 2011), by 2015 there was no mistaking
that immigrants in Los Angeles were aware of the criminal stereotype and what that
meant for their lives. The national rhetoric inspired a sense of uncertainty for many
parents.
Deportation, parents knew, may not have always been a direct concern, but many
of the participants had known someone in their lives who had been deported. While I did
not ask directly, eleven participants (16%) volunteered in their interview that they knew
someone who had been deported. Out of these participants, nine (13%) had a family
member deported at some point in time. Knowing someone that has been deported is
certainly not uncommon in Latino communities. National data suggests that at least one
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in four Latinos knew an immigrant who was detained or deported (Pew Research 2014).
While about a quarter of Latinos know what it is like to experience the deportation of a
friend or family member, over half of Latinos worry about their own or loved one’s
deportation (Pew Research Center 2007). These deportations impact Mexican
communities disproportionately as 88% of the migrants deported in 2005 were from
Mexico (Department of Homeland Security 2006).
For some participants, deportation is also visual; deportation is something that
could happen because they had seen the white Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE) vans in their communities or in some cases, had seen family or neighbors being
taken away by ICE officials, often in the early mornings. Thanks to the coalition efforts
of the Immigrant Youth Coalition (IYC) and ICE out of LA in publicizing petitions for
detained immigrants, youth also made communities aware of how ICE does indeed
apprehend people across L.A. Their efforts also led to workshops across various
communities in Los Angeles County on how to legally deal with an ICE encounter and
avoid detention.
By January 2016, deportation could not escape the imagination of immigrant
communities. Just a few days after the New Year, the Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) confirmed that President Barack Obama had given the DHS the green light to
conduct raids to detain Central American families that had illegally migrated after 2014
(Foley 2016). While the raids were targeting specific families outside of California, the
announcement and reporting of these enforcement tactics sent a resounding message to
immigrant communities across Los Angeles. If anything, in the words of one participant;
“we know those ICE vans are just around the corner to get us, even if they are not.”
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Even if not the direct target of an ICE raid or apprehension, Latino activists, as
well as my Latino research participants are critical of what they considered to be the
racial profiling and targeting of Latino communities. Indeed, these concerns are well
documented by sociologists and legal scholars who find that immigration authorities (or
those acting as immigration enforcement surrogates) use ‘Mexican-ness’ or apparent
Latino identity as reason to believe a person is in the U.S. unlawfully (Romero 2006;
Johnson 2007; Rubio-Goldsmith and Romero 2008; Gunkel and Wahl 2012). Moreover,
enforcement policing programs and immigration raids typically target Latino
communities where citizens and non-citizens reside (Romero 2006; Romero 2008b).
These punitive immigration enforcement programs, therefore, also impact Latinos and
Mexicans in particular, regardless of citizenship or immigration status.
Once apprehended, immigrants can contest their case, but these efforts are
difficult. Parents can claim that their deportation would be damaging to their family, but
current policies make this claim mostly futile. Former President Bill Clinton’s 1996
Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) fundamentally
changed the options for undocumented immigrants hoping to legalize their status and
those attempting to contest their deportation. First, IIRIRA reduced the criteria for
“extreme hardship” whereby a detained immigrant could no longer successfully claim
that a deportation removal would be detrimental to his or her children remaining in the
U.S. (Sutter 2012; Pallares 2015). Courts have also ruled that U.S. citizen children are
unable to claim that a parent’s removal infringes upon his or her constitutional rights7

7

The change in hardship requirements to contest a parent’s deportation is arguably
against the Convention of the Rights of Children (CRC), a universal document outlining
children’s most basic of rights (Sutter 2006). Unlike the vast majority of countries, the
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because citizen children can remain in the U.S., as well as exit and renter the country at
any time (Thronson 2006; Colvin 2008). With little options to contesting detention or
deportation, an encounter with ICE is an even more frightening thought.
3.3 ¿Padres Cortando Alas?/Parents Cutting Their Children’s Wings?
For Luz, cortando las alas or cutting the wings of her children meant cutting off
opportunities for both her citizen children and her eldest son who has DACA. While
parents, Luz included, frame the cutting of their citizen children’s wings as an act against
their children’s U.S. citizenship, doing this to undocumented or “DACAmented” children
is framed as an injustice on moral grounds. For parents like Luz, forcing an
undocumented child to return to their country of birth is wrong because they had been
socialized and educated in the United States. Luz shares:
It's an injustice and very bad luck if immigration caught me and sent me back. We
have heard that it is extremely difficult to come back. It would also be an injustice
to ask my husband to come back to Mexico just because I am no longer in the
U.S. or to ask that of my son. How could I cut of all his dreams that could actually
possible in the US? He could realize his dreams here as a professional, so it would
be unjust to tell him to return to Mexico to be with me. It's a lot to think about. It's
something that we know can happen when we live in this country, but it would be
an injustice to have them all return if something happened to me.

U.S. has yet to ratify the CRC (Sutter 2006). Among other rights, the CRC operates under
the “best interest of the child” standard and specifies that children have the right to be
cared by his or her parents (Starr and Brilmayer 2003).
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Part of parental considerations about what to do in an event of a deportation means
wrestling with the reality that return migration would be much too difficult to consider. In
this sense, parents are keenly aware of the somewhat permanent nature of separation. In
Luz’s words, her own deportation would mean an injustice for all of the family if she
asked the family to come back to Veracruz with her. Since her son is fifteen and much
closer to possible college enrollment, Luz worries that returning to Mexico might signal
an end to his professional future.
While not all families are explicit about sharing a deportation plan for their
family, Luz shares that they have had family conversations about what would happen to
the children if one or both parents were deported. Fortunately, for Luz, the careful
considerations about what would be done are possible because she can count on
compadres or Esme’s godparents to temporarily house and care for her children at least
until her son is independent and can take on more of the caretaker role himself:
We have talked about it. If something should happen, we have good compadres
and I think they would help my children and they could find a home with them at
least for a while until my son can be independent. We have discussed this with
him.
Importantly, then, as families think about what can be possible after a parental
deportation the possibility of family fragmentation suggests that someone must remain in
the U.S. to care for minor children. In Luz’s case, while she has no immediate family in
the U.S., her compadres are trusted like family to care for her children in her absence.
Luz’s plans, we hope, will not be realized. But, it should be noted that Luz’s clean
criminal record and her knowledge of no active deportation order in her name suggests
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that she is not particularly at risk for L.A.’s immigration enforcement programs. Even so,
while Luz lives in the comfort of her Latino community in a county with a relatively less
hostile policy context for immigrants, the national discourses surrounding immigration do
not escape her. The heated debates revolving around the presidential election (occurring
at the time of the interview) worry her:
What I can tell you is that I am worried. I've heard he [Donald Trump] wants to
take away my son's DACA too, so it worries me. More than anything, I want my
children to stay in the U.S. and to be upwardly mobile and become important
people. With all the comments and hate language that some people use, you get to
thinking: what kind of future will there be for my children? For my children to
return to Mexico it would be so complicated. It would be so bad especially for my
oldest who grew up in the U.S. I get to thinking about it and it worries me. But
it’s also bad for my daughter because she is U.S. citizen and she deserves to be
here, study here. That is her right. I hope that man, Trump, does not win but they
say on the news that he has a lot of support. I guess he is the favorite.
While Luz is not a priority for enforcement programs in Los Angeles, Trump’s call to
deport undocumented immigrants and build a wall is a sentiment she was very familiar
with. Luz would leave her children with her husband or her compadres to mitigate
familial illegality. She realizes that even for her son, leaving the U.S. would be
detrimental to him because he had been socialized in the United States. For her U.S.
citizen daughter, staying in the U.S. to matriculate in U.S. schools is part of her right as a
citizen. While Luz’s claimsmaking for her undocumented son and citizen daughter are
different, her planned attempt to keep them in the U.S. and facilitate fragmentation is one
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way of exercising agency in a circumstance of great external constraints. Ostensibly, Luz
doesn’t want to cut her children’s wings and prevent them from flying.
When I meet Berta, we are in a lobby of a non-profit tutoring center. With some
trepidation, I have been walking around the room, prepared with my three-ring binder
and fliers to talk to mothers8 about my project. Almost like a shield, I let my binder rest
against my chest as I look around at the bustling room. It’s not that I am scared, but
because this is my first attempt at participant recruitment in this particular setting, I am
worried about being intrusive. On this first day at the tutoring center, I approach each
mother asking if I could have a couple of minutes of their time. Berta is the last person I
spot after making my way around the room, sometimes squeezing between the grey
chairs of the waiting room and the small children on or surrounding them.
Berta is jovial, already smiling when I approach her. She has been talking to two
women who are just about to leave. I sit with her and tell her about the project. A few
moments later, her son skips over to her from the tutoring room. “Si, si, participare, pero
ahora me tengo que ir. Regresare mañana si me quieres intrevsitar.” I will come
participate, but right now I have to leave. I will be back tomorrow if you want to
interview me, she told me. I understand that this is likely the polite way to decline to
participate. To my surprise, Berta means her words. I return in a few days to interview
her.
In the privacy of a brightly lit room down the hall from the tutoring center, we sit
and do the interview. Berta, who is perpetually smiling, prefaces the interview by sharing
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Any parent or guardian can wait for their child at the tutoring center, but the
overwhelming majority of parents waiting are mothers. In my time observing the space, I
only witnessed one father wait in the waiting room for his child.
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how difficult her migration journey was. Like many immigrants, she crossed the border
with the help of a coyota or woman human smuggler. The journey is particularly long,
amounting to several days by train, bus, and long-distance walking through the Sonoran
Desert and the notorious Rumorosa. While Berta tells me her story calmly, she
emphasizes how she and others on the trek contended with conditions fit for animals. At
one point, Berta leans in a bit and she tells me: “It was very, very bad.” Sensing the
implication of what she said, Berta leans closer and waves her hands a bit to dismiss my
possible interpretation: “No, no, no it’s not like other women, you know, they are
assaulted and raped. Nothing like that.”
Berta’s migration journey was difficult at many points. While she had started the
journey with her brother and stepfather, the coyota in charge separated migrants into
groups, leaving Berta with a group of strangers. Aside from contentious encounters with
Mexican police even before making it to the U.S. border, Berta was at one point
separated from her group and lost in the desert with two men and a woman; lost, hungry,
thirsty, and tired. For this reason, the journey was so arduous. Berta reaches out with her
hands and says she will never go back to her country; it cost her so much to get here, so if
they want to kick her out, they will have to do it de las greñas or by yanking her by the
hair, she says while laughing.
Berta and I talk about how she and her husband decided on staying in Los
Angeles and what her family’s plan was now that they had been in the United States for
ten years. Like many immigrants, Berta and her husband did not think they would settle
in the U.S. The initial plan had been to work in the country for five years and save
enough money to return to home. After having children in the U.S., the plan changed.
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Berta says now, the only way she would go back is if she was deported, but the thought
was not a topic of conversation she liked to discuss with her husband:
Well it’s not something we talk about a lot, probably because we don’t want to
think about it. We don’t want to think about it at all. What we know – what we
know is that if my husband is deported we’ve talked about me staying with the
kids here. Family is important—most important, but if that happens, how could I
rob my children of their education? That is their right as American citizens. That
is the whole point of us being here.
Berta highlights how education factors into her family’s post-deportation plans. Her
stories regarding education reflect greatly on what she considers to be the citizenship
rights of her children. Berta’s thinking through a possible deportation highlights her sense
of agency in what can be done to mitigate her and her husband’s deportability. While
mothers like Berta could construct a critique of the government for facilitating mass
deportations, she uses the word ‘rob’ to refer to her action if she moved with her children
back to her country of origin.
For parents like Berta, migrating to the United States is a temporary plan that only
becomes permanent once children arrive. Unlike any sort of “anchor baby” or otherwise
elaborate plan of reproducing for the purposes of remaining and legalizing in the United
States, parents tend to prioritize the needs of their minor children. If anything, parents
want to remain in the United States to continue to raise and guide their children so that
they can achieve their own educational goals. In the event of an emergency and
subsequent family fragmentation, parents certainly believe in anchoring their children to
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the United States, but this is not the same anchor evoked in popular media narratives of
mothers bearing anchor babies to legalize themselves in the United States.
While institutional forces create the barriers that restrain Berta’s choices, it is
through these post-deportation plan narratives that we see how parents exercise their
agency to mitigate family illegality. The decision to separate the family is difficult for
several reasons. Berta shares that if deportation is going to happen at all, it would be best
when her children are older. She sighs, “They can stay here. I think that a child who is
fifteen or over can stay here.” Certainly, these choices are made with thinking through
balancing educational goals, caregiving, and the realities of family fragmentation. Before
leaving the interview, she smiles broadly. With kids and backpacks in tow, Berta and her
children leave the tutoring center for the day. For weeks, I will see her at the tutoring
center, still there, still smiling.
On the same day I introduced myself to Berta, I had chatted briefly with another
woman, who weeks later I come to know as Angelica. I am immediately drawn to her
because she looks like the youngest mother in the waiting room. I sit next to her and ask
politely about her children. They are little and sort of stumbling about by the tables and
toys in the lobby. But my timing of arrival is off because just as soon as we start talking,
her son jumps up to us because his tutoring session was over, which means Angelica
must leave. Weeks later, I see her again.
It turns out that Angelica and I are the same age, but our life experiences are quite
different. I, as a childfree unmarried citizen do not have the same experience she does as
an undocumented wife and mother of three small children. But in a short time, Angelica
is very open to me about her status. When I talk about my research on mixed-status

63

families – she asks: would that include a family like mine? Where parents are
undocumented? Because that is my situation. Angelica’s children range in age from 2-11
and all but one was born in the U.S. Her oldest, a son, was brought to the states when he
was just five months old.
After a brief stint in Chicago, Angelica and her husband made it to Los Angeles.
“Will you stay in Los Angeles?” I ask. Angelica responds: “Well, yes, while they don’t
kick us out. She laughs as she asks: “How do you call him? The guy who wants to be
president?” And in a moment, she answers he own question: “Oh yes, Trump.” Outside
of deportation, like the kind of mass deportation Donald Trump was proposing at the
time, Angelica plans to stay in the U.S. permanently. When I ask her how she had
adapted to the U.S., Angelica admits:
Yes, it is very different. It's hard to be far from family. One thing is that if I go to
Mexico, my children won’t be able to study their own language because they were
born here. It would be like I am cutting their wings when they want to fly. Yes,
because over there they can learn Spanish and choose whatever career they'd like,
but over there education doesn’t count. So, as a parent, you put up with what you
can here.
For Angelica, like most parents in my study, the metaphor of not wanting to cut
children’s wings so they can fly remains a powerful articulation of the sacrifices parents
make and the meaning-making around the question of staying and leaving the United
States.
While undocumented parents that have both undocumented and citizen children
discuss not wanting to cut their children’s wings, parents make claims around citizen
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children having the right to fly, since they are citizens born on U.S. soil. In this sense,
parents articulate and create meaning around their children’s citizenship. Angelica’s
comment also reveals practical concerns about what a collective family return to Mexico
would mean. While children can return to their parent’s country of birth, go to school,
and still earn a college degree, Angelica realizes that a Mexican degree would ‘not count’
in the country of her citizen children. Therefore, the metaphor of not wanting to cut off
children’s wings reflects parents’ understanding of their children’s citizenship and
attempts to manage their own illegality while balancing practical concerns about valid
credentials and future professional work possibilities.
Mothers are not the only ones to share narratives about not wanting to cut their
children’s wings in the event of a deportation. Fathers, too, think about their precarious
status and the possibilities their citizen children can have if they can remain and be
educated in the United States. Hernan, a father of three, migrated in the 1980s and was
particularly outspoken about the educational opportunities available in the United States.
In an apartment in the San Fernando Valley, Hernan is the first father I interview. It is
late evening by the time we have a chance to do the interview, and his family is getting
ready to eat dinner while Univision’s Primer Impacto played in the background. The
backdrop of our interview features the usual sounds of family dinnertime, but also the
jubilant interruptions of the family’s two feisty dogs.
Hernan grew up in in the Mexican state of Guadalajara with his parents and eight
siblings. Hernan recounts his childhood as time that was simpler, but marked by poverty,
and sometimes very little to eat. Despite this, Hernan had studied some in college, and
had not grown up with any intentions of migrating. It was a fortuitous work trip that sent
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him to Texas and eventually, a rock concert that later inspired his return to the States in
1990. By this time, he was married and had a daughter. When he made it back, this time
to Los Angeles, he had his wife and child in tow. Now, in the United States for over
twenty-five years, Hernan feels comfortable in the United States, but his focus is on the
educational futures of his children. More than anything, Hernan makes the distinction that
in Mexico you can earn a higher education if you have money, whereas in the U.S., he
argues, class status matters less. So, when the subject of ICE and deportation becomes
part of the conversation, I ask him if he talked about this topic with his family:
What I want is for my children to get a good education, and luckily my oldest
daughter has her career. But if I were gone, I would have them stay here of
course. I would still send money, find work over there and send money to help
with the expenses that they would have here. They would need to stay because
they have the right to get a good education and in my country, you know, you
have to a lot of financial resources to keep studying.
For Hernan, family fragmentation makes practical sense. He perceives a family return to
Mexico in the wake of his deportation as a significant reduction in his children’s
educational opportunities, two of which are U.S. citizens. He tells me his youngest son; a
high school student is thinking about colleges. Hernan communicates to me some of the
advice he shares with Joshua. He tells his son: “tu unico trabajo es sacar buenas notas.
Eso es todo. Puedes ayudar con otras cosas, pero es tu unico trabajo.” For Hernan, his
son’s only responsibility is to bring home good grades, that is all and that is his only job.
Importantly, while many parents emphasize educational opportunities when
articulating post-deportation plans, fathers discuss what their economic contributions will
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be if they are deported. Hernan makes clear that if he were deported, he would still send
money to his family. Mothers who think about their possible deportation do not discuss
how they would send money to the U.S. Indeed, gendered differences suggest how
deportations take on different meanings for mothers and fathers, even though their
reasons for leaving their children in the U.S. are the same. While Hernan does not
definitively say he would make an attempt to return to the U.S., deported fathers often
express motivation to return to the U.S. to better serve as breadwinners for their families
(Molina 2014).
While both parents talk about what they would do if they are apprehended or
deported, it is disproportionately Latino working-class men who are detained and
deported (Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013). In the more common circumstance
where male partners are deported, leaving a family behind, women become “suddenly
single mothers” (Dreby 2015). While parents in the study recognize the need for family
fragmentation for the educational achievement of their children, family disruption is
emotionally and financially difficult, particularly when the deportee is the main
breadwinner (Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013; Dreby 2015).
Miguel, a father of three has a similar stance on what would happen to his family
in an emergency. Miguel, like Hernan, is not worried that he will come into contact with
ICE, but recognize that it is a possibility. I meet Miguel through an interview participant
and make initial contact through his wife, Ximena, a U.S. citizen. When we talk on the
phone about the possibility of doing an interview I speak in Spanish. Ximena asks me if I
spoke English and then exclaims: “you know, this is research so important right now
especially because of everything going on with Trump and the election!” We talk about
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the study, and Ximena admits she has tried to find research that reflects the realities of
her family and could find very little data or studies about families like hers. We agree to
meet in a mutual friend’s apartment.
Miguel and Ximena come with their children to a mutual friend’s apartment on a
Sunday after attending church. They are exceptionally warm and greet me with smiles
and hugs as they make their way up the steps to the second-floor apartment. We sit
together for a while talking about the research project. Ximena asks if we could pray, so
together we join hands and Ximena asks God to protect us and to help me find
participants and succeed in publishing this project someday. With this wish and eagerness
to begin, Ximena agrees to stay with the children in the other room.
Miguel sits on a couch and I roll over in an office chair. With a tray table between
us, and the dimming light of the sun setting against the windows, I set down the recorder
and we begin the interview. Miguel has been in the United States for about twenty-five
years, which is now over half his life. Miguel, like Hernan, Luz, and Berta did not grow
up thinking he would eventually migrate to the United States. Things changed when a
brother living in Los Angeles convinced him to migrate, and as a single man, he thought
he would take his chance. Miguel later met Ximena at a Danza cultural event. Now, they
are married and have two pre-teen boys. When I ask Miguel what he appreciated most
about the United States, he shares:
I like that you can reach -- well I see it from the academic perspective. You can
reach your goals if you are willing. There are ways to reach your academic goals,
and that is something that in my country I did not have or it's just much harder. To
access an education is not possible in my country if you are not economically
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privileged; whereas in the US the government gives you more help to grow in that
sense.
For Miguel, the United States represents a country of educational opportunity. Much like
Hernan, Miguel makes clear that it’s not that in Mexico you can’t get an education or
eventually earn a college degree, but that doing so often necessitates considerable class
resources. For Miguel, U.S. afterschool programs and government financial aid for
college-bound high school students are evidence that educational opportunity is possible
in the U.S. These comparisons make sense for immigrant parents who have a dual frame
of reference between their home countries and the United States (Ogbu 1990; SuárezOrozco and Suárez-Orozco 1995). With this frame, U.S. educational opportunities seem
plentiful, far superior, and economically accessible than educational pathways in Mexico.
Miguel tells me that he wants his children to love God and get a good education
so that they can help people. As citizens, he believes they could and should get an
education. For this reason, when we talked about what would happen in a situation with
ICE, Miguel states:
We have discussed it and I tell them that if I had to leave I would still try to help
financially. I feel that for them the opportunities are here to educate themselves.
They would stay for this reason because they are more opportunities here than in
my country. Like I was saying, in my country you can study if you have money.
In the U.S., however, there are more opportunities to realize your dreams and
study.
Miguel is quite explicit in recognizing that family fragmentation is a preferable option
since it means his children can education themselves in U.S. schools. While Miguel and
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Ximena both work, like Hernan, Miguel emphasizes he would also continue to serve as a
breadwinner sending remittances to the U.S. from Mexico, a reverse in the more common
trend of sending financial resources to Mexico from the U.S. (Massey et al. 2003; Molina
2014). Miguel’s rationalizing around keeping his children’s wings uncut is also made
within a larger context of class-based constraints. While parents recognize their citizen
children’s rights as one associated with the right to access U.S. schools, the rationalizing
of keeping children in a U.S. educational context is that they will have better access to
opportunities than they would in Mexico where class status serves as an even greater
sorting mechanism for educational access and opportunity.
While most parents in my study report favoring family fragmentation for their
children’s educational futures, thinking about mitigating familial illegality is a process
that involves considering caregiving and mental health. Thinking about leaving a child in
the U.S. to continue his or her schooling requires that someone be present to care for
them. Many of the participants could rely on a partner, older child, family member or
close friend to take on this important responsibility. For some families, however, the
question of what would be done in the event of a deportation hits close to home. Unlike
Miguel and Ximena, another pair of parents—Ruben and Carmela—face a much more
pressing reality. Thinking about deportation is made more real when a loved one has been
detained and awaits their removal case hearing. For this couple, the reported deportation
plan was complicated by ambivalence as they sought to balance family emotional needs
with the U.S.-based educational opportunities of their citizen daughter.
I meet Ruben and Carmela through activists after learning about the urgency of
their situation. Ruben has been detained about a month prior to our interview. A local
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activist group has been working to get media attention on his case, circulating a petition
to get Ruben out of detention. When we have a chance to meet in person, Ruben was out
on bail, but Ruben and Carmela express the dire uncertainty about what was ahead. At
the time of the interview, they are working with local activists to figure out how to move
forward with the now urgent matter of financial resources: they must repay a loan for the
bail and they pay their lawyer. Most importantly, Ruben and Carmela don’t know what
will be next for Ruben. His judge would eventually rule his fate and determine whether or
not he would be deported to Mexico.
On a spring afternoon, I set out to meet Ruben and Carmela for the first time at
their church. The church is somewhat nondescript and the exterior reminds me of so
many of the exteriors of public schools in the area. It is on a busy street with no parking
spaces for miles, and nestled in a neighborhood with mostly apartment buildings. Today,
there is a taco truck to the side of the church and a street vendor on the far corner of the
street. I agreed to meet them after church, so when I made it there I worried about calling
Carmela’s phone during what might be the respectful silence of a congregation listening
to a sermon. I wait in front of the church for a while before making my way to the side
entrance where parishioners start to trickle out. I later find myself in a room with
parishioners gathering in the church’s recreation hall to eat a potluck dinner. I am
familiar with this area, but not the church, so I am surprised to see that although the
church is mostly Latino, there are also black and white parishioners who have also
gathered for a feast of tostadas and a Salvadoran specialty, pupusas.
I recognize Ruben from the petition photo posted online by local immigrant youth
activists. I smile as I approach him to shake his hand. I meet Carmela, Ruben’s sister, and
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little Tiffany who is nine years old, and noticeably timid. As we eat, several churchgoers
approach Ruben and it is obvious to me that the church is involved in the fight against his
deportation. Ruben’s sister asks me about college because her daughter is nearing the age
to start university. “Do you know what she needs to do to get into CSUN?” she asks me,
referring to where I went to college, California State University Northridge. A moment
later, a parishioner sits to catch up with Carmela. Es una desgracia, a disgrace I overhear.
I think they are talking about Ruben’s case. The woman continues: “they were chasing
after the wrong guy, but he must have been scared because he ran. They caught up with
him on the corner and shot the poor kid. Just right here. He was in high school.” She was
not talking about Ruben. The women at the table shake their heads in somber
disapproval. These are the realities of life here in this working-class Latino community. It
is also reflective of the city as a whole, as even popular news reported that both 2015 and
2016 Los Angeles had the most “officer-involved killings” in the country (McGahan
2016).
Ruben, Carmela, and I eventually make our way outside to talk privately. Unlike
other interviews, I do the interview with Ruben and Carmela together, soliciting answers
from both when I ask questions. Doing the interview with them both makes sense, as we
are all aware if the worst-case scenario is up ahead, they may have limited time together.
For Ruben and Carmela, the question of what will happen in the event of a deportation is
not so much a direct question I even need to ask. Their story is unique in that Ruben’s
possible deportation is constantly on their mind. Ruben migrated to the United States in
2000 and was joined by Carmela and his son Joaquín three years later. Now after fifteen
years in the country and a U.S. born daughter in elementary school, Ruben and Carmela
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are actively thinking about what a return to Morelos, Mexico would mean for their
family. But they acknowledge that Ruben’s deportation would not be a return home.
Instead, Ruben describes his country of birth as a place that is no longer what it once was:
“We are used to the lifestyle here and supposedly our country has become a harder place
to live. There are assassinations, kidnapping and lots of insecurity”, Ruben tells me as
Carmela nods. Her sister in Morelos sometimes calls to talk about how their sleepy and
tranquil pueblo now includes outsiders on the corner willing to rob any unsuspecting
person.
More than anything, Carmela wants her children to grow up to be good people
and professional workers. She has big hopes for both children, but she concedes that she
can’t force her son to study and his lack of legal authorization makes it difficult for him
to continue his education and find work. She sighs “se va tener que esforzarse mas para
estudiar.” He will have to make more of an effort to study. She brings her hands together
as if praying to tell me about her daughter Tiffany. Her little girl wants to become a
veterinarian. Carmela says, “We hope that they can be something, someone especially in
this country where we think it's possible.”
As we sit outdoors, the day melts into the night. Occasional sirens interrupt the
stillness of this clear spring night. Ruben tells me about his experience with the ICE
officials that tricked their way into his house, and later, handcuffed him on his way to
taking his daughter to school. They talk freely and openly about the ambivalence up
ahead, and the deportation plan is tenuous, but has been discussed. For the moment,
Carmela says she focuses on the everyday. She is pleased with Tiffany’s school because
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she sees how they are focused on inspiring students to go to college by including
fieldtrips to UCLA and other local colleges:
I think her school motivates her so much. In that respect, it would cost her a lot if
she had to go to Mexico. In our country, schooling is not the same. It would be
similar if we enrolled her in a private school in Mexico but we wouldn’t have the
money for a private school, right. If she stays with me and my husband goes, for
her it would be so difficult because she is very attached to her father. He is the
one that takes her and picks her up from school... While he was in detention, she
was distracted in school. I noticed she was worried about him. When they would
talk on the phone I would see how sad she gets. She would start crying.... But
while we can continue being a family, I want my daughter to grow up that way
and my son.
For Ruben and Carmela, the plan concerning who stays or leaves is still something they
have been thinking through, and it is certainly one that is emotionally charged. As a
father, the ordeal of ICE at his door was already frightening because Ruben was
concerned about the police possibly shooting into the living room where his son was
sleeping. Thinking through deportation also is frightening to Ruben outside of his role of
being a father because of what moving back to a contemporary Morelos would mean. For
Ruben, returning home is not the home he remembers; rumored violence and threats his
sister in Morelos has received make the fear of violence all the more tangible. Similar to
the emotional narratives men share about migrating to the United States, reflecting on
forced removal also can inspire a break in gender norms and emotional release for Latino
migrant men (Montes 2013). While they hope their post-deportation plans are not
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realized, Carmela makes clear that any attempt to secure her daughter’s educational
future would come at a great emotional cost. Like other parents, Carmela also articulates
how class differences would mitigate some of the impact of having to transfer to a
Mexican educational context. For many undocumented parents, paying for a private
education in Mexico would not be feasible.
During the interview, I catch a glimpse of Ruben and Carmela’s family dynamic
with Tiffany. From time to time people briefly stop by our table to say goodbye, but it’s
Tiffany’s momentary time at the table that strikes me. Still shy, Tiffany comes by to wrap
her arms around her father’s neck in a show of affection. Carmela worries what staying in
the U.S. will do to Tiffany’s emotional state if Ruben is deported. “I believe this country
cares a lot for the children, and as a citizen Tiffany has a right to enjoy all of these
educational resources…” Carmela laments her own limited educational opportunities in
Mexico and sees promise in her daughter’s future. “We want the best for our children.
It’s like this: we don't want to cut our children’s wings.” Ruben and Carmela wait for the
outcome of Ruben’s hearing, but for other families, a parent’s deportation takes place,
and the ensuing moments become more of a whirlwind that leaves little time for plans.
For some families, albeit a small fraction of the participants sampled, the
deportation of an immediate family member becomes a reality. I had known Miranda for
years now, and recall the moment she told me about her parent’s deportation. Now, years
later, I see Miranda once again and she has not lost one bit of her enthusiasm for life and
community. Passionate about community work, I run into Miranda accidentally at a local
non-profit. We talk about the possibility of an interview, and of course, whether or not
she is eligible. At the time, I was not sure if she had citizen siblings. Miranda, I knew,

75

was undocumented. While Miranda is not a parent herself, her experience demonstrates
how youth themselves must also take on the parenting role of helping their family, as
well as taking part in mitigating the “illegality” effect on her U.S. citizen brother.
Miranda migrated to the United States with her parents at the age of four along
with her one-year old sister. Like many childhood arrivals, Miranda now has deferred
action, but is somewhat ambivalent about her place in the U.S. Socialized in the U.S,
Mexico remains a fuzzy and distant memory but in many points in her own educational
journey, she was reminded time and time again that she was undocumented. Despite
these issues, Miranda made it to college and found support in undocumented student and
social justice groups on campus. As the oldest of the three, her responsibilities to her
family are typical and mostly centered on doing well in school. Things changed in her
senior year of college.
In some cases, the actual event of a family member’s deportation drastically alters
family responsibilities precisely because of investing and caring for a younger sibling
who is still in school. When Miranda was starting the last year of her senior year, she
witnessed ICE apprehend and remove her parents from her home. They were soon
deported to Mexico. Miranda reflects on this memory during our interview:
Sometimes I look back and I can’t believe it happened. I mean, deportation
happens. Five minutes and then they are gone. Part of me felt guilty because in a
sort of way, I wanted to go back too. I wanted to be with my mom and just be
somewhere different. At the end of the day, that wasn’t realistic, but I guess I
couldn’t even if I wanted too because my brother was still in high school. I could
have gone after I graduated from college, but my brother still had—how long? He
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still had about another three years. So, I had to be there for him and make sure the
bills and everything was in order so that he could finish school.
As Miranda notes, the deportation of her parents happened very suddenly. Without much
of a moment to even process what her parent’s apprehension meant, by the end of the day
she was getting a call from Tijuana. They had already been deported. While Miranda
could have and partially desired to join them, she recognized that staying in the U.S. was
her responsibility to manage the family, the finances, and importantly: care for her
brother while he finished high school.
By Miranda’s account, because both of her parents were deported so quickly,
there wasn’t much time to think, much less make carefully planned decisions about the
family’s future. Instead, it was understood that the children would remain at home, and as
the oldest; Miranda would take on the roles necessary to at least prevent cutting her
sibling’s wings. Families manage as they can, and in Miranda’s case, her efforts to take
on much of the caregiving and breadwinning in the aftermath of her parent’s deportation
highlight how avoiding the cutting of wings comes at a cost to others. In her case, taking
on this role meant delaying graduate school and other possibilities that would have
allowed her to spread her wings and fly herself. While it is mostly parents who think
about planning for their possible deportation, articulations about wanting children to fly
demonstrates how illegality is something that is and must be managed as a family.
3.4 Conclusion
For many Americans, regardless of citizenship status or the status of their family
members, accessing educational opportunities is considered part and parcel of accessing
the American Dream. For Latino immigrant parents in mixed-status families, this
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represents one of the central motivators for migration in the first place, and remains the
most highlighted aspirations they have for their children. Unlike the tenets of the deficit
model that blames Mexican and Latino parents as uninterested in the educational pursuits
of their children (Valencia and Black 2002; Ayala 2012) my research suggests that
parents are actively thinking about their children’s educational futures. Their investment
in this educational future also means that the value they place on it outweighs the
emotional stability of keeping a family intact.
For mixed-status families, the experience or possibility of a parent’s deportation
means children remain in the U.S. to access U.S. schooling and higher education. In these
narratives, undocumented parents discuss their plans for what should happen if they are
deported, often pointing out how they would specifically facilitate the fragmentation of
the family if it means children could remain in the U.S. to continue their education. These
negotiations rely on assumptions of caregiving and the kin networks that these families
rely on to make children’s stay in the U.S. possible, as well balancing out the emotional
needs of all family members.
Familial illegality is the practice of thinking through and negotiating illegality. In
this chapter, parents try to mitigate their own illegality and exercise agency in a context
with few options and frustrating ambivalence. For parents, they express and claim that
their children do belong in the U.S. particularly because they deserve to matriculate in
U.S. schools. For parents of undocumented children, this claim is centered on moral
grounds and how children are socialized in the U.S., while for their citizen children they
articulate a rights-based argument for their children’s deservingness to stay. Therefore, in
these narratives, we also get a sense for how parents use different logics to make sense of
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their children’s belonging in the United States. Importantly, this attempt and planning to
mitigate illegality is also class-based. Parents view the U.S. as country where educational
opportunity is possible regardless of class status, whereas they articulate their countries
of birth as places where class privilege matters a great deal. While parents can’t control
their status, they can make efforts to better ensure that their children are able to access a
quality education, and by connection—live a comfortable life.
These decisions are not made easily. Talking about deportation with family
members can also be taboo, uncomfortable, and emotional. Some noted that it was
Donald Trump’s rhetoric that got them thinking and talking about emergency situations
with immigration agents or la migra. Certainly, even in an immigrant-friendly city like
Los Angeles, participant’s discussion of Trump made it clear that they saw their status
made them vulnerable.
For parents, thinking through deportation is also an experience contrary to
narratives of parents birthing children to strategically legalize their status, as well as
hegemonic assumptions about Latino migrant men’s masculinity. Immigrants often do
not plan to remain in the United States, and primarily only do so because of what they see
as the right of their American children to exercise their right to live in the U.S. While
parents hope their children can legalize their status, family planning is not centered on
this goal, nor do children serve as anchors in that way. Instead, parents sometimes make
painful post-deportation plans so that children are anchored in the United States to access
U.S. schools and opportunities. As these decisions are emotionally fraught, fathers, too,
experience concern and fear. Indeed, narratives about transnational life and considering
family fragmentation run counter to hegemonic masculinity for Latino migrant men
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(Montes 2013). Certainly, to some degree, these difficult return migration choices can
shape gendered experiences and outcomes, just as transnational migration for women has
sometimes meant a reconceptualization of good motherhood for Latina transnational
mothers (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila 1997). Furthermore, it is certainly possible that
the already forced removal of family breadwinner men can reshape gendered pressures
for the women who become “suddenly single mothers” (Dreby 2015) and are compelled
to take on the dual role of caregiving and breadwinning (Golash-Boza and HondagneuSotelo 2013).
To be certain, there are families that collectively do participate in return
migration. Some reports suggest that about a half a million U.S. citizen children are now
in Mexican schools (Linthicum 2016). In my research, participants tend to talk about
these families –neighbors, fellow churchgoers, and friends—as if they vanished from one
day to the next. These family-wide departures do happen and have been referred by
scholars as the “de facto deportation” or “effective deportation” of U.S. citizens (Kremer
Colvin 2008; 2009). Sociologist Tanya Golash-Boza (2012) argues that punitive
immigration policies that have made family-deportations commonplace stands in contrast
to citizen children’s right to “territorial belonging.” While courts do not recognize
parental or family deportation as a violation of citizen’s rights (Thronson 2006) this
chapter demonstrates that undocumented parents are doing what they can to both protect
what they perceive as their children’s citizenship rights and ensure that their children
have a prosperous future. In this sense, not wanting to cut a child’s wings represents a
powerful metaphor for how parents manage familial illegality and think through where
they feel they and their children do and should belong.
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While emotionally and financially difficult, family fragmentation to keep children
in U.S. schools can be a practical strategy. Recent research by Medina and Menjívar
(2015) suggests that Mexican American children transplanted to Mexican schools face
significant bureaucratic obstacles and resource limitations because of their status as
foreigners even though their deported parents are Mexican nationals. Even among coethnics and a country of their parent’s birth, accounts suggest these children are
struggling with a new cultural and linguistic environment (Linthicum 2016). Further,
many Mexican co-patriots stigmatize deportees because they assume the deportation was
a result of criminal behavior (Molina 2014; Golash-Boza 2015). It is possible that this
stigma could extend to the children of deported parents. Whether parents plan to have
children stay in the U.S. or leave to a country of their roots, the choice is difficult. Lived
reality is not easy either, even when plans are followed and especially when they go
awry. As I will show in the next chapter, citizen youth with intact families and fully
supportive parents still face barriers to accessing higher education, and participate in
managing the emotional and financial costs of familial illegality.
A year later I return to Luz’s house for her Esme’s third birthday party. Esme is
no longer the only U.S. citizen in her family. Her U.S.-born sister is now a one year old
and dressed in crisp white baptismal clothing. I learn, then, that this party serves as a
double celebration. Instead of the vibrant yellows of Esme’s party last year, hot pinks,
reds, turquoise blues, and lime greens color the backdrop for what is a Mexican
independence themed party. These are the colors of the tropical Mexican state of
Veracruz. Recuerdos or souvenirs from Veracruz sit on the tables and showcase
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impressive artisanal work. At each table rests a carefully handcrafted wooden ship that
has been intricately placed inside glass bottles.
On this day, any concerns about the future and legal status are lifted. Under a
white tarp in hot San Fernando Valley heat, the adults are sitting at tables waiting to be
served mole, while children enchant themselves with a nearby swing set. I catch up with
Luz, talking about the familiar pain of loss, and the bittersweet subjects of life that make
us thankful to see another year. Esme is napping inside and the DJ sets up as the guests
trickle in. A few hours into the night most of the other guests arrive and children dressed
in traditional Mexican clothing jostle about as the DJ plays renditions of Mexican
favorites, like “Yo No Fui.”
Later into the night, Luz emerges from the backhouse with Esme. Luz, I see, is
beaming as she carries Esme on her hip. She points out to Esme her bright gift-wrapped
presents on the gift table and turns her to see her guests. Seeing Luz and Esme together
reminds me of the kind of image I remember seeing in my own baby albums; beaming
mother balancing a stoic-faced chubby-cheeked toddler. At one point, Luz lifts her
birthday girl slightly over her head. Esme’s somewhat expressionless face brightens and I
smile to see the innocent joy on her face. Luz gently bounces Esme. The little birthday
girl gets increasingly happy, giggles even. As the music plays and in a sea of over
seventy guests, I see Esme as her mother bounces her up into the sky. I am reminded of
Luz’s metaphor about not wanting to cut off her children’s wings. I look at Luz gently
tossing Esme into the night air. From my vantage point, it looks like Esme is flying.
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CHAPTER 4
CITIZEN YOUTH MANAGING FAMILIAL ILLEGALITY
Underneath the industrial lighting at an almost vacant Starbucks, I meet Melissa
and Myra. They are sisters who grew up in a working-class neighborhood in South East
Los Angeles. Through smiles and greetings, we sit down to talk about the project and
what will be individual interviews with each sister. Melissa is the citizen older sister.
Myra is younger, undocumented, and what immigration scholars would identify as part of
the 1.5 generation since she migrated as a child (Gonzales 2011). I interview Myra first
and her spirit is contagious. When she tells me right away: “I am kind of like a funny,
happy person” I believe her. She is goal-oriented and says she thrives when challenged.
Myra is the third oldest in a family of six children. Her parents as well as another older
sibling are also undocumented.
Myra’s DACA application is processing when we meet. The uncertainty is a
strain for Myra who is eager to enjoy and pass on the benefits of DACA to her family.
Unlike citizen youth, Myra does not make a claim about her belonging based on place of
birth or legal status. Like a sizable number of my undocumented research participants,
Myra is ambivalent about her place in the country, and even somewhat pessimistic about
how the government views her place here. After receiving a letter indicating her DACA
request would be delayed, Myra was frustrated. “The whole thing is very unfair. I feel
they don’t want us here.” ‘They’, being the government, she elaborates. While Myra’s
application processes, she expresses hope that her training in the culinary arts and her
GED will make her worthy for some sort of legalized status. When she discusses her
goals and dream of owning her own pastry shop, her face noticeably brightens. Later in
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the interview, Myra concedes that citizenship does divide family responsibilities: “I felt
kind of jealous of [my sister’s citizenship], but she had a lot of responsibilities. She felt
like she needed to help our family as much as she could, with you know, paying for rent
and stuff like that.” I learn later that Melissa has also been paying for Myra’s training in
the culinary arts.
While the plan was to interview both sisters that day, my interview with Myra
runs long. After a couple of hours interviewing Myra, Melissa walks in to the café and
gently approaches our table. As I finish the last part of my interview spiel to Myra, I turn
to Melissa and ask: “Do you have time to stay for the interview?” She lets me know that
she has to drive her sister to make an appointment. I would learn later in my interview
with Melissa that driving her sister to the doctor is just one of many responsibilities she
holds in her mixed-status family.
On a rainy morning, Melissa and I meet at a different, and much more whimsical
café in the Northeast part of the city. Melissa later describes the café as good for a date,
but would be a space her family would consider too white. As a coffee and café
aficionado, Melissa enjoys the opportunity to patronize a new café. In this somewhat
romantic setting, Melissa arrives smiling, but with tired eyes. Unlike her younger sister
Myra, Melissa was born in the U.S, and therefore has U.S. citizenship. The sibling
differences do not end there. Melissa has a darker skin tone compared to her sister and is
shorter in stature. Melissa strikes me as a woman with strong convictions that is
complimented with her quiet strength.
When I ask Melissa to describe herself, she quickly describes her paid work and
how much she loves working with children as a teacher. She is clear that having a
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fulltime job is not only a benefit to her alone. Instead, this job gives her peace of mind
because it helps her provide for her parents and siblings; “...helping my family by
knowing I will have a check every month is such a comfort.” While this job provides
comfort, Melissa takes on a lot of financial responsibility to help her family. Growing up,
Melissa was always painfully aware of her family’s financial struggles. As both of her
parents worked as undocumented workers, there was always uncertainty, and in her own
words: “There is no safety net ever.” As a citizen adult, however, Melissa negotiates her
citizenship privilege and the family responsibility her status inspires. As the only adult
citizen in her family, Melissa manages the pressure of being the only family member able
to legally access paid labor and possibly sponsor her parents for legalization. These
citizen-specific responsibilities and family pressures can be taxing.
While the previous chapter focused on how parent’s plan for the future, this
chapter narrows in on the lived realities and challenges faced by citizen young adults. I
focus on how citizen young adults in mixed-status families experience their citizenship.
Drawing from interviews with 34 mostly educated participants between the ages of 18-28
(see table 3) with one or both undocumented parents, I argue that citizen young adults
contend with “familial illegality” by negotiating the family’s relationship to
undocumented status. These young adults are citizens, but “familial illegality” permeates
their lives by shaping family opportunities, pressures, and responsibilities. While citizen
young adults grapple with familial illegality in a number of ways – from dealing with the
emotional toll of punitive immigration policies to limited family travel and mobility – in
this chapter, I focus on the pronounced and citizen-specific ways youth manage familial
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illegality. I find that “familial illegality” is most salient for citizen children9 when they
apply for college financial aid, negotiate sponsoring parents for legalization, and
participate in family breadwinning. When family members are able to benefit from a
child’s citizenship, it can be at an emotional cost for these youths who are caught
between doing what they can for family survival and their own emotional and economic
needs. Even so, “family illegality” should not be envisioned as a product of individual
familial failures or mishaps. Instead, these negotiations—and their ensuing pressures and
conflicts—occur within a policy context that constructs illegality as problematic for
individuals and families.
4.1 Theorizing Youth in Mixed-Status Families
Children of immigrants help their families in numerous ways. For example, in
new immigration destinations, citizen and undocumented youth often serve as the
translators and teachers in the family (Schmalzbauer 2014). Financial insecurity also
means that some adolescents, including citizens and undocumented youth, work to
provide necessary and vital income to the household (Schmalzbauer 2014; Dreby 2015).
Parents also help their children. Some research suggests that parents invest more time
into their U.S. citizen children’s educational and extracurricular activities probably
because citizen children can more easily transition to college and legal paid work (Dreby
2015). If parents are investing more time and resources in their citizen children, we
would expect that citizen children, in turn, may then negotiate the expectations parents
have of them particularly when they become citizen adults.

The use of the word children in this chapter is primarily used to refer to the
relationship between undocumented parents and their adult-age offspring.
9
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Table 3: Citizen Young Adults
Pseudonym

Citizenship

Undocumented

Age

Education

22

Master’s IP

U.S. born

Parents
1

Naturalized

2

25

Master’s IP

Robert

U.S. born

2

24

Bachelor’s

Hector

U.S. born

1

22

Master’s IP

Yvette

Naturalized

1

26

Bachelor’s IP

Diruhi

U.S. born

1

24

Bachelor’s IP

Diego

U.S. born

2

28

Bachelor’s IP

Vanessa

U.S. born

2

24

Bachelor’s

Alondra

U.S. born

2

18

Bachelor’s IP

Diane

U.S. born

2

21

Bachelor’s IP

Joshua

U.S. born

2

18

High School

Alma

U.S. born

2

25

Some Community College

Sylvia

U.S. born

2

27

Master’s IP

Susie

U.S. born

1

27

Bachelor’s

Melissa

U.S. born

2

26

Bachelor’s

Raúl

U.S. born

2

21

Trade School

Mario

U.S. born

2

20

Bachelor’s IP

Edgar

U.S. born

2

19

Bachelor’s IP

Francisco

U.S. born

2

19

Bachelor’s IP

Anahi

U.S. born

1

19

Bachelor’s IP

Yoselyn

U.S. born

2

22

Bachelor’s IP

Leonardo

U.S. born

2

23

Bachelor’s IP

Karla

U.S. born

2

21

Associates IP

Tomás

U.S. born

2

19

Bachelor’s IP

Anita

U.S. born

2

24

Bachelor’s IP

Benjamin

U.S. born

2

21

Associates IP

Maggie

U.S. born

2

25

Bachelor’s

Giovanni

U.S. born

2

23

Bachelor’s IP

Juan Carlos

U.S. born

2

19

Bachelor’s IP

Phillip

U.S. born

2

22

Trade school

Joseph

U.S. born

2

26

Bachelor’s IP

Naturalized

2

20

Bachelor’s IP

Olivia

U.S. born

2

19

Bachelor’s IP

Lupita

U.S. born

2

19

Trade school

Teresa
Itzel

Nathaniel
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Shifting to how illegality has impacted citizen children, Sociologist Laura
Enriquez (2015) has argued that policies intended to target the undocumented population
impact other members of the family who are not themselves undocumented. Using a
sample of 1.5 generation undocumented parents in Southern California, she refers to
these unintended consequences of immigration policy as “multi-generational
punishment.” Policies meant to punish undocumented immigrants, ultimately impact
citizen children in aspects of everyday family life, such as driving, traveling,
employment, and in avoiding deportation. Enriquez interviewed 1.5-generation parents
with all minor (and typically younger children), while I interview mostly secondgeneration citizen children. This chapter builds on Enriquez’s work by asking: do
Latina/o citizen adults articulate their experiences as limited, due to multi-generational
punishment? Similarly, how do Latina/o citizen young adults practice their citizenship
when their parents are undocumented?
Legal status distinctions are indeed complex and can deeply shape family
relationships and duties. Illegality itself is also complicated, and is both a status, as well
as a socio-legal production (Ngai 2004; De Genova 2002). Illegality, like citizenship, is a
“juridical status” given by the state (De Genova 2002) but this status also creates
meaning and different expectations for members of mixed-status families. Instead of
conceptualizing parental undocumented status solely as a variable that leads to an
outcome impacting citizen children, I contend that “familial illegality” is also an
everyday negotiation about family survival and planning. The concept of “familial
illegality” highlights how relationships to family members shape an individual experience
of citizenship that extends beyond individual legal rights and privileges.
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Using a sample of mostly educated Latina/o young adults, I explore how these
young people experience their U.S. citizenship. Using an educated sample of youth
provides important contributions. Namely, using traditional markers of success or
integration, on the surface these young adults have “made it.” They have, for the most
part, some college experience under their belts and are working towards professional
careers. Yet, as I will demonstrate, even for this educated group of young adults,
“familial illegality” permeates through their lives.
4.2 “Little barriers are constructed”: Citizen Youth Accessing Financial Aid
Imagine a university administration building where inside you are greeted by
bright overhead lights and an overwhelming array of tethered black ropes that signal
waiting lines. At the end of one wall there are windows indicating ‘admission’, ‘financial
aid’ and so forth. At a large public university, it is likely that what is most apparent is the
rumble of student noise, confusion, and the groan-inducing sight of excessively long
lines. Backpack zippers zip, papers rustle, shoes shuffle, and cellphones incessantly ding.
For any student trying to get information about financial aid, waiting in line can be a
frustrating experience of anticipation. Student can wonder: will I get enough aid? For
some citizen college-goers about to embark on their educational journeys, sometimes the
question is: how can I fill out my financial aid documents when my parents are
undocumented? While their college transitions are their own to experience, the financial
aid process reminds citizen students of their connection to their parents living in the
shadows.
Eligible college-going students may access state and federal aid to attend
institutions of higher education. Government financial aid includes an array of
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educational subsidies, including grants, scholarships, and loans. Eligibility to access these
resources requires students to be U.S. citizens or eligible non-citizens, such as legal
residents. For those that are eligible, accessing aid first begins with filling out and
submitting the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). This application is
submitted on a yearly basis and can comprise the lengthy process of gathering all the
necessary information about the student and parent’s personal information. It is through
the FAFSA that students get a report on how much aid they are likely to receive; this
information is then communicated and dispersed to the student’s university or college.
While parents have a rosy view of educational opportunities in the U.S., youth are
aware that there are numerous obstacles and processes to resolve to access higher
education. For undocumented youth, these challenges can be daunting, and include the
struggle of limited financial aid assistance. Citizen youth also struggle. Citizen students,
for example, are confronted with an institutional barrier when they apply for financial
aid. Filling out the FAFSA paperwork can be a stressful process for any student, but for
citizens in mixed-status families, this process can feel a lot more insecure. What inspires
many issues for citizen students is that the FAFSA asks for parent’s information,
including a social security number, which many undocumented immigrants do not have.
For example, Robert, whose parents and older siblings are undocumented, vividly
remembers how his parent’s immigration status shaped his transition to college:
When I was doing financial aid, I was like: "what do I have to do?" and they
[college counselors, teachers] were like "I don't know.” I figured out that you
have to put zeros for their [parent’s] social. You have to print out the application
instead of doing it online. Am I complaining about these little things? Yes, just
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because they are glitches that contribute and become something bigger. Does it
take a lot of effort to print something out? No, but does it take two weeks more to
get or for them to process my financial aid? Yes, and sometimes you need your
money, you started school. So, they make you wait two more weeks and the
deadline to pay for classes is this week. Now I have to figure out where I am
going to get the money. I know I will eventually get the money, but before that I
will be stressed…
For Robert, recalling the financial aid application process was particularly harrowing. His
attempt to get accurate information about what to put in place of his parent’s social
security number included numerous visits to his college, meetings with high school
counselors, and inquiring with friends who were familiar with the college-going process.
Robert recognizes that he was successful in getting the correct information for his
FAFSA, but admits that he is a persistent and resourceful person. Critical of the system as
it is now, Robert shares:
Are we being treated equal or are you putting barriers to discourage people from
doing something? Because that is discouraging. It's like: "oh fuck! I can't figure
out how to do my financial aid, so what do I do?" Some people can't figure it out.
It's like: "I don't know what I am doing. I can't get financial aid, so I am not going
to school." Little barriers are constructed and they eventually become bigger
barriers and become one big one where people don't know what they are doing, so
they think: "ok, I am still working. Let me just pay my monthly bills and when I
get the chance I'll go to school” but no, they might not get the chance.
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Importantly, Robert articulates how “familial illegality” experienced by youth might
mean that these challenges in the financial aid process might actually deter students from
going to college in the first place. These ‘little barriers’, Robert notes, eventually can take
a toll on a citizen student hoping to work towards and fund a college degree.
For Raúl, experiencing “familial illegality” through the financial aid process was
especially difficult because it served as painful reminder that although the state
recognized his relationship to his parents, the state had also deported both his parents
when he was in high school. Raúl described a lengthy process of having to meet with
financial aid advisors, their supervisors, and a hunt for W-2s and other paperwork that
was especially difficult to find without his parents in the United States. Even when
citizen youth have older siblings who have successfully matriculated through college,
undocumented older siblings do not have the FAFSA-applying experience, because they
are legally ineligible from receiving federal aid and therefore cannot guide younger
citizen siblings through the process. While Raúl has an older sister who graduated
college, she was undocumented, and therefore could not provide guidance on the
financial aid process. Raúl describes being particularly frustrated since he felt the U.S.
Department of Education should be in communication with other government agencies,
and therefore realize that his parents would not be able to provide requested information
because the U.S. government had deported them only a few years earlier:
I feel like since the government deports your parents or siblings of yours, they
should let it be known to other U.S. agencies, so that they can know because then
if Department of Homeland Security knows and no one else knows, it kind of
messes it up for you. It makes the process of you receiving financial aid so much
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harder. I have to go through providing constant paperwork and constant
appointments and sometimes I get the financial aid worker that doesn’t know
what to do, so they get their supervisor, but then their supervisor doesn't know.
So, then they have to contact their higher up. You would think my case would be
pretty common, but I don’t know. That’s where I feel like...sometimes it feels like
man! I’d rather be undocumented. It is just so frustrating to go through the
process and going through government agencies like that to get some kind of
financial help as a citizen. The process is made harder for you.
While Raúl’s citizenship status allows him to apply for financial assistance to attend
institutions of higher education, existing at the intersection of being a citizen in a mixedstatus family can be difficult. In this position, Raúl exclaims he would rather be
undocumented.
While being undocumented would restrict Raúl from accessing state and federal
aid, in Los Angeles, it is likely that he would be able to access information and AB
54010-trained financial aid advisors who could direct him to private scholarships. To be
certain, however, undocumented students do face financial and educational barriers to
accessing college support (Abrego 2006; Gonzales 2011). While educational gatekeepers
in Los Angeles may be better trained to support this population, this progress was
preceded by years of struggle and little support for undocumented students fighting for
in-state tuition, financial aid, and AB-540 policies (Abrego 2006; Abrego 2008). Even so,
for Raúl, the experience of negotiating “familial illegality” means navigating a web of

AB 540 is a policy that allows eligible undocumented students who have
graduated from a California high school an opportunity to pay in-state tuition at
California public colleges and universities (MALDEF 2009).
10
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educational and governmental agencies, while also doing so without the physical comfort
and presence of his parents.
Karla, a twenty-one-year old student at a California college describes herself as
fiercely independent, yet family oriented. She is one of two adult-age children living in
the household with undocumented parents who are now in their early fifties. Karla
described not thinking too much about her parent’s undocumented status until she
became an adult. In her words:
I think when I sort of grew up and matured, I realized what it meant for my
parents to be undocumented because you know, it wasn’t exactly a big deal. I did
know things were easier for me as a citizen, but when I trying to do the FAFSA I
got a little scared. Why are they asking for my parent’s information? Is this
normal? And I thought all of this because I was working and I had [reduced
lunch] tickets and everything. Like, I sort of knew that I was the one that was
going to be paying for school, so why would they need my parent’s social? I was
scared and I guess it also made me uncomfortable to ask about it. If am a U.S.
citizen, why are they asking about my parents?
In Karla’s own words, her parent’s undocumented status did not become salient to her
until she was an adult. Interestingly, it was the college process and reaching the legal age
to work that prompted Karla to realize how her citizenship status is connected to her
parents. Gonzales (2011) similarly found that undocumented youth “learn to be illegal”
or become fully aware of their immigration status when they transition to adulthood and
begin applying to college or entering the workforce. Karla better realized the meaning of
her parent’s undocumented status when she became an adult. Importantly, being scared
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about sharing her parent’s information is a fear rooted in the possibility that she wouldn’t
get financial aid, as well as the fear of disclosing that her parents are undocumented to a
government body.
A similar fear about outing her parents in the FAFSA application was shared by
nineteen-year old Yoselyn. She recalls:
Every time I fill out my FAFSA there is a question about your parents. There is
something about when they achieved residency or about where they were born.
The question is about my parents and I am always kind of scared to answer it.
Whenever I go fill out my FAFSA application, I am always weary of filling it out.
I do worry: what if they find out my parents are undocumented?
Like Karla, Yoselyn argues that her parent’s status is particularly highlighted during the
financial aid process. Yoselyn also consults with her parents to make sure her information
is correct and that her parents are comfortable with essentially indicating her parent’s
status. In these situations, citizen youth beginning the first step to access financial aid
resources to collectively “come out of the shadows” by sharing with counselors and
financial aid staff that they are part of a mixed-status family so that they can get
appropriate help. By submitting their applications, these students also are virtually
indicating to the U.S. Department of Education that their parents are undocumented.
Even for students who are resourceful, the financial aid process is a moment in which
“familial illegality” is made salient and subsequently managed.
Robert argues that the children of undocumented parents experience ‘little
barriers’ that can become larger hurdles to accessing financial aid and seeking a college
degree. While the citizen youth in this study eventually secured financial aid, these ‘little
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barriers’ can sometimes evolve into blocked opportunities. For instance, two separate
legal cases – one in Miami, Florida and another in Washington, D.C. – bring to the fore
how citizens are denied aid because of their parent’s immigration status. For example,
U.S. citizen and Florida resident Wendy Ruiz was denied in-state college tuition because
of her parent’s immigration status (Verblow 2013). Under Florida state financial aid
stipulations, it is parental residency that determines the residency status for dependent
students, thereby making it difficult for students to prove their residency when parents do
not have papers (Verblow 2013). In 2011, together with the Southern Poverty Law
Center, Ruiz eventually won her case in the legal matter of Ruiz v. Robinson arguing that
the state policy violates her fourteenth amendment rights (Verblow 2013). In another
more recent and pending case, U.S. citizen Natalia Villalobos in Washington, D.C. is
legally challenging the district’s decision to deny her college financial assistance because
of her mother’s immigration status (MALDEF 2017). These two legal fights demonstrate
how citizen young adults are compelled to manage “familial illegality.” These cases, and
the stories of Robert, Raúl, Karla, and Yoselyn further demonstrate how citizens’
educational opportunities can be structurally limited by a policy context that makes
parental illegality problematic for college-going Americans.
4.3 Sponsoring Parents for Legalization
Despite the legal legitimacy of birthright citizenship, the children of
undocumented immigrants are often portrayed in popular media as illegitimate citizens.
Bombarded with images of pregnant women crossing the border, one strand of antiimmigrant rhetoric focuses on what many conservatives call “anchor babies.” This
derogatory term refers to the children of undocumented parents who are believed to
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provide the legal anchor or pathway to residency for their Mexican or Latina mothers in
the United States (Chavez 2013). Despite the “anchor baby” narrative, having a U.S.
citizen child does not provide an easy pathway to legalization and the data on
undocumented immigrant family formation doesn't suggest that this practice occurs, or is
widespread (Suárez-Orozco et al. 2011; Galvez 2011). In fact, it is often violence or the
search for work that drives many Latino immigrants to migrate to the United States
(Massey and Sanchez 2010). Yet, public officials use this rhetoric to demonize the
children of undocumented immigrants (Flores 2015; Rodriguez 2016). While the image
of babies remains central to this depiction, the almost fixed nature of illegal status means
that a significant number of undocumented parents have children that are now adult age.
While citizen youth can mitigate familial illegality, and ensure the legal belonging
of their undocumented parents by sponsoring them for legal permanent residency, this
process is not straightforward or a viable option for many families. Sponsoring parents is
not easy simply because immigration laws regarding sponsorship are complicated and
stringent. While immigration law protects the parent-child relationship, it does so
primarily from one direction: when U.S. citizen parents want to sponsor their immigrant
children. Americans wanting to sponsor undocumented parents are an entirely different,
and more complicated pursuit. A citizen child could petition to sponsor their
undocumented parents as “immediate relatives” but the petitioner would need to reach the
age of 21 to sponsor a parent (Kendall 2012). To meet eligibility requirements, citizens
also need to make 125% over the poverty line to help demonstrate that their sponsored
family member will not be at risk for becoming a “public charge” (Kendall 2012). This is
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just the beginning of the application process that does not even begin to characterize the
penalties undocumented parents would have to face if hoping to become legal residents.
Immigration sponsorship can represent a careful negotiation and pressure for
some citizen youth, but for others it represents an opportunity to give back to their
parents and to demonstrate gratitude when parents have made countless sacrifices. In
these cases, youth see sponsoring a parent as an act of being a grateful son or daughter,
but it is also a practice in citizenship in which adult children try to end the enduring
challenge of illegality.
Mario hopes he can give back to his parents by sponsoring their immigration
process. At his University of California dorm, sitting on his bed, Mario tells me about his
individual and family goals. I absorb a great deal about him just by what he has placed on
his dormitory wall: photos of friends and family, as well as images reflective of his social
justice passions. Even with his educational success, he has not forgotten about his parents
or his community. Mario shares:
One thing that my dad always says: "when our children grow old, they are
eventually going to leave us and they are not going to be here for us." That
message kind of struck me because I want to be there for them, physically and
morally… I know that one of the dreams is when I become 21, I can sponsor their
citizenship. I know for them that is a dream and I want to be there when that
happens. I want to help them as much as I can in that process. So, in a way, I
would do it as a gratitude for everything they have done for me.
For Mario, sponsoring his parent would be a way to give back to his parents for
everything they have done for him. In his case, sponsorship represents a dream fulfilled
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and a responsibility he would take on as ‘gratitude.’ While Mario recognizes that it would
be a dream for his parents to be sponsored, it was not an explicit goal or pressure placed
on him since he was a child. For instance, Mario, like many others, reports that their birth
was not a product of a plan for their parents to get a pathway to residency. In fact, even
when citizens are aware they could possibly find a way to legalize their parents, they are
critical of what they perceive as a demonization of their parents when they hear public
figures discuss “anchor babies” or otherwise scapegoat disparage undocumented
immigrants. Mario’s case represents a departure from the citizens who experienced the
question of sponsoring their parents as a point of disappointment, contention, or even
pressure.
My research suggests that the pathway to sponsoring an undocumented parent can
be incredibly daunting and insecure. Many of the youth in my study had already reached
the eligible age of 21 to sponsor a parent, but had not done so for several reasons.
Although citizen youth do recognize that their own citizenship can provide an
opportunity to sponsor their parents, this privilege can inspire anxiety and responsibility
about preparing for sponsorship, which includes saving money for the process and
maintaining a clean criminal record. On the other hand, for many Latino citizen youth,
sponsoring a parent may go unfulfilled after careful considerations about familial futures.
Take for example, Susie who was raised by an undocumented single mother. While Susie
is now 27, she has not sponsored her mother, nor has the topic surfaced in more recent
years. Susie describes:
S:…We are talking about getting her papers years ago and she said she didn’t
want to do it because she said: "the government could sentence me to Mexico for
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four weeks to ten years and I won’t know until I am there and I hate Mexico. I
won’t be able to find a job ever."
C: Do you talk to your mother about these things now?
S: We have in the past, but not on a regular basis. You know I try--she's still
undocumented and she's been here since the 80s. I tell her: "mom, you can do
these things!" but a lot of it was like she didn’t have the resources or there's a
mythology about access to citizenship and how hard it is and being sentenced to
Mexico.
Susie recognizes two barriers that prevent her from sponsoring her mother: one being her
mother’s refusal to accept a possible ban as she waits for legalization, and secondly, an
issue with having sufficient resources to begin the sponsorship process. While Susie
recognizes that there can be a mythology about access to citizenship, undocumented
immigrants who work towards the legalization process most often do have to exit the
country and wait out a ban for a specified period of time.
While undocumented parents might claim that their worthiness for legal residency
is strengthened by their years (and often decades) in the U.S., undocumented immigrants
working towards residency will often face a ban of three years if they crossed illegally
and were unlawfully in the country for up to 180 days, or ten years if they were without
authorized status in the U.S. for a year or more (Cianciarulo 2015). Even for parents
willing to wait out a ban, legalization may not be an option for those who already have a
deportation order and/or have a criminal background. For Susie’s mother, petitioning for
legal residency would likely mean a ten-year ban from the U.S. before being able to
return as a legal resident.
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For some citizen youth, there is a direct expectation that they will be able to
sponsor parents, but this responsibility is experienced as a pressure. While many children
are hoping to sponsor their parents, at least half of the citizens interviewed reported
feeling uneasy about the prospect of sponsoring their parents because they were
concerned about the financial aspect of the process. When I asked Anita about what her
primary responsibilities are as a citizen in her mixed-status family, she responded:
I was the only citizen for a long time until my younger brother was born. They
would joke about me sponsoring them one day. I remember one time they made a
joke about it when I was a teenager at a carne asada [cookout]. I remember my
face got so red! The thing is, I didn’t appreciate the pressure. I knew on my end
there were things I would have to do to make sure I could apply. Like, I think you
shouldn't have a record, which okay, I can manage. But what about finding and
paying for a lawyer? Since money was tight, I just felt like all of that would be
placed on me. I don't like that pressure.
For Anita, sponsoring her parents has not come to fruition, even though she is now
twenty-four. While it is to be determined if she will eventually sponsor her parents, Anita
recounts feeling uncomfortable about the possibility of being a sponsor. Having this
responsibility placed on her represented an unwanted pressure. For Anita, this potential
sponsorship could have been an experience that would have suggested better
opportunities for her legalized parents, but since she had other family-related
responsibilities, potential sponsorship represented just another duty she would have to
take on as the only adult citizen in the family. “Familial illegality”, can be experienced
when citizens experience the spill-over of their parent’s status, but when citizens can

101

extend their privileges to their parents through immigration sponsorship, “familial
illegality” can be experienced as a negotiation or pressure. In some cases, sponsoring a
parent is a welcomed act of gratitude, but given the realities of immigration law, this
extension of citizenship spillover from citizens to parents is challenging, and rarely
realized.
4.4 Breadwinning Pressures
Latino families may exhibit family helping behaviors as prescribed by a cultural
adherence to familism, which describes a process by which the needs of the collective
family outweigh individual interests (Desmond and Turley 2009). More recent research
finds that family-related obligations are gendered, making women’s educational choices
key to helping their families of origin (Ovink 2014). Further, while Mexican Americans
report that helping family financially is part of Mexican culture, empirically this appears
to be true for families of origin who are working class, and not so for Mexican Americans
who were raised in solidly middle-class families (Vallejo 2012). Therefore, cultural
explanations for family contributing may not actually be as critical as some have
previously assumed. While recognizing the important role of class and gender, I find that
financial assistance to parents is further complicated by legal status.
While many undocumented immigrants are workers, their usual lack of legal
status documents prevents them from accessing formal paid labor. Upon applying for a
job, employers may ask for social security numbers and use the E-verify program to
verify that an applicant has legal authorization to work in the country. As a result of these
work restrictions, undocumented immigrants often occupy some of the lowest paying
work sectors even when highly experienced, skilled, and/or educated. For citizen youth,
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however, their social security numbers allow them accessible entry to the paid labor
force. For instance, Sylvia expresses how she experienced her mother and brother’s
immigration status in relation to her citizenship:
I felt it was easier for me as a fifteen-year old to get an okay job than for my mom
to do that or for my brother, you know? That kind of sucks if you are a teen and
you are the one that can actually have a better job than your parents just because
you have documentation.
Sylvia had grown up with her mother, stepfather, and younger brother in an underserved
community by downtown Los Angeles. More than anything, she remembers her
childhood marked by poverty and stress. While her mother was an experienced caregiver,
her immigration status meant that she was doing this work under the table and did not
experience much upwardly mobility or job security. While Sylvia is in her late twenties,
she still feels the pressure to help her family financially. While college-educated and
working towards a professional career, Sylvia realizes that her citizenship status allows
her access to legal work and financial resources, but that she feels unable to help:
Now I still feel pressure. I am the only one that can help out sometimes, but even
then I don't have a high paying job, so I am still struggling myself to just maintain
myself with school too and I feel bad because I am done with college, so I should
be able to help out more, but it's kind of like--I don’t know, I want to, but to my
brother I think he needs to do help too. I shouldn’t have to give them money
because I work hard too, so I feel a lot of stress.
For citizen youth in mixed-status families, their citizen privilege can be experienced as a
familial responsibility that can take a toll. Even when adult-age children move out of the
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home, many of the research participants discuss helping with paying rent, buying
groceries, and paying medical bills for parents or siblings. While adult-age children
helping their families of origin is not uncommon or exclusive to mixed-status families,
citizen members often feel an explicit pressure of providing because they have legal
access to waged labor.
In this sense, financial responsibilities are not necessarily shaped by birth order or
gender. Instead, in a family of many adults, citizens of legal working-age are expected to
help out substantially. For Sylvia, being a college graduate also suggests to her that she
should be in a stage in her life where she is able to easily financially contribute, but with
a moderate income, student loans, and her own financial commitments, she is unable to
help as much as she would like.
Other citizen young adults touched on similar issues of pressure and
responsibility. When I met Benjamin, he was juggling two jobs and working towards his
associate’s degree at a local state college. While some citizens in mixed-status families
impose on themselves the pressure to help their families, Benjamin’s mother also told
him that since he has papers he would need to work while in school. When I asked him if
he had any special responsibilities in the family because he is a citizen, he answered:
Yes, honestly, yes. I know it’s my responsibility to help the family with all the
bills we have and at least with my papers I can get a job and for the most part the
jobs that I get will be stable. My mom, because of her work, you know from one
day to the next sometimes she doesn't know if she will have work. Same with my
dad. So, I know I have to take on a big role to help with paying our rent and also
helping with the stuff for my little brother.
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Benjamin’s citizenship status allows him access to wage labor, which is necessary in part
because his parent’s participation in informal sector work is precarious. His mother
works as a seamstress and takes on babysitting jobs. His father is a painter. Because of
the nature of their jobs, there are times when both of Benjamin’s parents find themselves
involuntarily without work. Benjamin, as a citizen, has always lived with this
precariousness, but as an adult, his citizenship status is an entry to paid labor that can
mitigate and manage familial illegality.
Melissa, who was introduced earlier in the chapter, is also a citizen young adult
who does her share of family breadwinning. She feels the pressure of providing for her
mixed-status family and making professional and educational choices that can also better
allow her to financially assist her parents and siblings. While Melissa is in her midtwenties working as a young professional, her parents continue to be undocumented after
being in the United States for over two decades. Both of her adult sisters do not have
DACA. As the only adult-age citizen in her family, coupled with her parent’s history of
work-related injuries and poor health, Melissa expressed that her citizenship privilege
sometimes felt like a heavy burden:
I’ve always felt that someone in my family should offer my mom money, you
know, the kids need a lot. I am the second oldest, but the oldest that can legally
work here. That’s always put a lot of pressure on me. I swear even in middle
school, as oblivious as I was– I had a sense that it wasn’t going to get better
unless I do something. As I got older, it got worse. Even when I was in college, I
would give them my financial aid because we were struggling so much. I think a
lot of what I do is because I am the only that can, you know? Going to school,
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getting a job—these are things my mom tells me that I can do. But I am always
worrying. Is what I am giving my mom enough? Are they going to have enough
for the rent? Sometimes it’s just too much pressure on me.
As Melissa makes clear, being the ‘only one that can’ means that responsibilities that in
theory could be shared, are made more difficult because of differences in legal status. For
citizen like Melissa, it also not uncommon for parents to highlight to their citizen children
the privileges that they do have—better access to education, financial aid, and work
opportunities. Yet, acknowledging these privileges also rests on said or unsaid
expectations about how citizens need to do what they can to help the rest of the family.
While breadwinning can be experienced as a pressure, it does not mean that some citizen
youth do not feel proud that they can help their families. For Mexican Americans who
become upwardly mobile, financially helping parents can be a pleasure (Vallejo 2012)
and arguably part of the “immigrant bargain” (Smith 2006) to repay parents who have
already sacrificed a great deal for their children. Notwithstanding, legal status distinctions
and the policy restraints and possibilities of these statuses shape family breadwinning.
Citizen youth are also keenly aware that in the event of their parent’s deportation,
their breadwinning responsibilities would inevitably increase. Just as “suddenly single
mothers” find themselves in a predicament to take on the main breadwinner role in their
families after a partner’s deportation (Dreby 2015), citizen youth also know that they
must be prepared for the financial realities of a parent’s removal. While Diruhi’s
Armenian American mother is a naturalized citizen, her long-time stepfather from
Mexico is undocumented. Because her mother has health issues, and her stepfather plays
important financial and caregiving roles, his undocumented status is of concern. In
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thinking about what would change if her stepfather was able to legalize his status, Diruhi
informs:
I think I'd have that relief...especially because I am almost 25 and I am almost
done with school. I eventually want to move out of my parent's house, but I know
until he [stepfather] does get his citizenship that I am always going to have that
worry because my mom is not going to have us there… It worries me because
who is going to take care of my mom? Again, she wouldn't be able to support
herself. She works, but she wouldn’t be able to do it on her own. If my stepdad
were to have citizenship, things would definitely change...I want to stay close to
my parents just in case.
For Diruhi, her stepfather’s undocumented status shapes her everyday experiences when
interacting with neighbors, the police, and in planning vacations. In this case, Diruhi
highlights how status is implicated in the language of ‘just in case,’ referring to the
ambivalent futures of those who are undocumented and their loved ones, who must
prepare financially for the possibility of deportation.
In Diruhi’s case, she elaborates that she would not feel comfortable leaving the
area because of the possibility of her stepfather being detained. These emergency
situations mean that Diruhi would need to take over more of the breadwinning and
caregiving in her family. It is in this way that Diruhi manages familial illegality and
prepares for the possibility of increased breadwinning responsibilities. As she notes,
however, familial illegality and the ensuring issues inspired by unauthorized status
dissipate when undocumented parents are able to become legal residents and citizens,
creating relief for the entire family.
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4.5 Conclusion
How do citizen youth exercise their citizenship when their parents are
undocumented? This research illustrates the ways in which parental undocumented status
permeates the lives of adult-age citizen youth. Building on Laura Enriquez’s (2015)
concept of “multigenerational punishment,” I find that adult age children do experience
the punishment of their parent’s status, but that illegality is also negotiated and
experienced differently for citizen youth. Certainly, citizen youth are punished by their
parent’s status in multiple ways. However, I shift away from punishment to center on
how youth experience and negotiate their citizenship in relation to the realities of their
parent’s undocumented status. In other words, regardless of citizenship status, all family
members can fear parental deportation, but here I focus on the primarily citizenshipspecific ways citizen young adults manage familial illegality.
Citizen youth manage familial illegality in a number of ways. First, while citizens
can legally access financial assistance to fund their higher education pursuits, many
college-educated or college-going citizens reflected on how their parent’s status was a
significant and time-consuming barrier to accessing this financial support. In more
extreme cases outside of California, otherwise eligible citizen students have been legally
prevented from accessing in-state tuition or college financial aid because of their parent’s
immigration status (Verblow 2013; MALDEF 2017). While youth in this study were not
barred from accessing financial aid, the college financial aid process creates challenges
associated with their parents not having papers.
Second, in theory, citizens are able to sponsor their parents, and therefore, extend
to the family privileges possible through their citizenship status. I find, however, that this
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citizenship privilege often goes unfulfilled and instead, pressures citizen youth, while
their families are left blocked as mixed-status. Some citizen youth look forward to
sponsoring their parent, while others resent or worry about the responsibility. In either
case, both youth and their families find that the process to legalize a parent is confusing,
financially prohibitive, and not an option unless parents are comfortable waiting out a
decade-long ban in their country of birth. The difficulties youth face in navigating or
planning for the parental legalization process further highlights that “anchor baby”
narratives perpetuated in conservative media are at odds with the way current
immigration laws work in sponsoring undocumented parents.
The third form in which citizen youth manage familial illegality is through
pressures and responsibilities surrounding financial obligations. Citizens have access to
paid legal labor, which can help them contribute to the family’s household income, but
this citizenship privilege can leave some youth feeling like they are shouldering a
disproportionate amount of breadwinning responsibilities. It is not always age or gender
that determines who bears the pressure of family breadwinning. Instead, citizenship status
complicates how family responsibilities are assigned. Citizen young adults are also
keenly aware that in the event of their parent’s deportation, their breadwinning
responsibilities would inevitably increase. Just as “suddenly single mothers” are
compelled to take on the main breadwinner role in their families after a partner’s
deportation (Dreby 2015), citizen youth also know that they have to prepare for the
financial realities of a parent’s removal. Ultimately, while citizen youth do what they can
to share the privileges and resources accessible through their citizenship status, it is
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“familial illegality” – experienced through their parents-- that shapes their family lives
and responsibilities.
“Familial illegality” is also a response to changes that can occur over time. For
instance, Karla’s transition to adulthood made her more aware of her parent’s status, as
well as the relationship between her citizenship and her family. In this sense, this research
also shows that for some citizen youth, the transition to adulthood begins a process where
citizens become better aware of “familial illegality.” As adults, Latino citizens in these
mixed-status families take on more active roles that shed light on how their U.S.
citizenship is a tenuous practice that is both challenged and strategically used. Therefore,
this research also helps demonstrates the unique experience of citizenship for those who
are at the intersection of being a U.S. citizen with undocumented kin.
To be certain, the research presented here and the concept of “familial illegality”
does not suggest that citizen youth are always in the same proverbial boat as their
undocumented parents, siblings, and other family members. Some citizen youth do voice
frustrations about being at the intersection of being a citizen in an otherwise
undocumented family. For them, “familial illegality” is indeed a unique experience where
accessing support for financial aid assistance, for example, seems arduous. Raúl’s
exasperated comment about wanting to be undocumented is reflective of this. Even so,
citizens—including Raúl—do recognize the privileges they have in the option to access
legal aid. As I have outlined, citizens do have privileges that are made accessible through
their citizenship, some of which include privileges not available to legal residents or
youth with DACA. Instead, this research demonstrates that even adult-age citizens with
undocumented parents must contend with what their parent’s immigration status means
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for them and their lives. As I have shown, citizens contend with illegality, but when
citizenship privileges can be shared or extended – they are often done at an emotional and
economic cost to citizens.
To be sure, I do not blame undocumented parents for the challenges citizen youth
face and the ways they exercise their agency in response. Instead, I demonstrate that
external constraints solidify undocumented status as a social category with the
consequences almost on par with race and gender inequalities (Dreby 2015). In this case,
illegality is also shared, not only with undocumented children, but also citizen children.
Although it may seem that adult citizen children are not affected by their parents’ status,
these Americans share in “familial illegality” on a regular basis.
Ultimately for citizens with undocumented parents, managing familial illegality is
both an institutional challenge, as well as a responsibility to support and protect their
families. Seemingly quotidian processes like applying for financial aid compels citizen
students to temporarily push their families out of the shadows, raising practical questions
about the application process and concerns about outing their parent’s unauthorized status
on a governmental application. While these Americans have the legal option (and in some
cases the family responsibility) to sponsor their parents for legal authorization,
unfortunately, this legal process is commonly not conducive to keeping families together,
and is therefore in practically inaccessible.
Whether it be through especially pertinent moments or the banality of the everyday,
citizen youth manage the insidiousness of illegality. Certainly, citizen children manage
the emotional burden of worrying about their parent’s deportation (Dreby 2012; Zayas
2015). However, managing familial illegality does not simply mean always looking over
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your shoulder for ICE agents, who may aim to deport your loved ones. Sometimes, for
citizens like Melissa, it’s making sure that your parents have enough for rent or preparing
financially for the “just in case.” These financial responsibilities may become heavier in
the years ahead.
In the absence of immigration reform and with emerging immigration
restrictionist policies proposed by the Trump administration, it seems unlikely that citizen
youth in large numbers will be able to see their parent’s status change in the foreseeable
future. This means that the responsibilities that they hold within their families may
remain and accumulate as their parent’s age and as they may begin to form families of
their own. Particularly when it comes to breadwinning pressures, for citizens, their
citizenship status can serve as an added pressure that in the words of Melissa can be “just
too much.”
Indeed, even with the presidential campaign results still floating in the unknown
of the future, Melissa shares with me some final thoughts on what her plans are for her
family. Taking the last sip of her coffee, Melissa imparts that she will be the one to have
her aging parents move into her future home once it’s time. Melissa explains that the
government would not be able to help her or her parents as they age. They would not
have social security and her parents certainly would not have a pension. In thinking about
the different formalized care choices, Melissa determines: “Maybe for me that is not even
an option because the government won’t help.” These are difficult choices to manage for
any adult with aging parents, but especially so for children who will grapple with the
realities of aging undocumented parents.
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CHAPTER 5
CITIZENS IN RACIALIZED LOS ANGELES: SPATIAL (NON)BELONGING IN
A SEGREGATED CITY
It wouldn't be L.A. without Mexicans
-Tupac Shakur, “To Live & Die in L.A.”

Los Angeles is as scenically and architecturally diverse as its people. In any given
morning you can find yourself at a donut stand adjacent to an industrial part of Maywood,
drinking coffee at the Grand Central Market where Los Angeles history and the present
collide, eating sweet bread or pan dulce while musicians line up at Mariachi Plaza or at a
Pepto-Bismol-colored breakfast spot in Pacoima literally and figuratively on the ‘wrong
side of the tracks.’ Los Angeles may be a diverse metropolis, but only if you think of
diversity as serving as a synonym for people of color. Because the city is highly
segregated, you could easily come across communities in Los Angeles that are almost
exclusively comprised of Latino residents.
When I met with research participants from the San Fernando Valley, Central Los
Angeles, and East and South-East Los Angeles, I viewed a variety of sights and realities
of Latino life in the city. Walking through these neighborhoods, I was drawn to the
distant siren of a melodic horn introduction to a popular Mexican ballad about a love that
can never be forgotten, would pass window fronts promising to fix immigration
problems, and delight in the sight of laughing Chicano and Chicana youth walking home
from school in a sea of white polo-shirts and customary uniform pants. I walked
sidewalks interrupted by abandoned and noticeably distressed mattresses, took a familiar
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orange Metro bus home, and caught a lucky ride even if it was through the inevitable
bumper-to-bumper traffic. This might not be the image of Los Angeles highlighted in
films and television programs, where for example, the image of the city is a distorted
patchwork of ritzy Hollywood homes and majestic beach communities (Pulido et al.
2012). But the working-class Latino and Mexican communities that make up this
expansive metropolis are part of Los Angeles too.
In this chapter, I discuss the limits of citizenship when Latino citizens navigate
the city and county of Los Angeles. Undocumented immigrants and their family members
must also navigate space while thinking about the added burden of immigration status,
but I focus here on the racialized experience of citizenship. For undocumented
immigrants, navigating space entails efforts to avoid contact or checkpoints with police
and immigration authorities and by generally remaining with county limits. For mixedstatus families, San Diego is the quintessential example of a location to avoid because of
its proximity to the border. While Latino undocumented immigrants can and do face
some of the racializing experiences citizens describe here, I focus on citizens in this
chapter because as U.S. citizens, we should expect that they experience belonging in all
contexts, and especially so in an immigrant and racially diverse city like Los Angeles.
Instead, the narratives in this chapter uphold the saliency of race in spatial belonging and
citizenship.
Most Latino interviewees live or were raised in co-ethnic neighborhoods. This is
not surprising given the rampant racial and ethnic segregation in Los Angeles (Charles
2006; Tienda and Fuentes 2014). Undeniably, Los Angeles qualifies as a “minoritymajority” city representing a majority non-white Angelino population (Charles 2006). In
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total, Latinos comprise a significant number of the Los Angeles county population at
48.2%, followed by Whites at 26.9%, 15.7% Asian, 9.4% Black, 1.6% American Indian
and lastly, 0.5% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (U.S. Census Bureau 2015). Indeed,
the highest number of Latinos in the U.S. can be found in Los Angeles (Bedolla 2000;
Charles 2006) many of whom hail directly from Mexico or are Mexican-origin (Brown
and Lopez 2013). Latinos have long represented a significant Los Angelino population,
but if you are to believe, as Tupac has argued, that it wouldn’t be L.A. without Mexicans,
then sadly, Los Angeles is a paradoxical city of both belonging and rejection for
Mexicans of this City of Angels.
Los Angeles represents a beacon of comparable freedom where Latinos feel they
are almost fully accepted as citizens and community members. For instance, Hector, a
U.S. citizen with immigrant parents compares L.A. to the Midwest; “obviously we have
not been fully accepted in Los Angeles, but we kind of fit in.” Many point to how they do
not feel like outsiders when they know that many people in their neighborhoods are
immigrants themselves or part of immigrant families. Latinos are also aware of the long
history of Los Angeles as being both an immigrant gateway and settlement location for
generations of Latinos, particularly for Mexicans and Mexican Americans. However, for
Latinos in Los Angeles, their sense of belonging is spatial. Latino citizens feel a sense of
belonging in their local mostly Latino contexts, but see themselves marked as racially
unwanted when they spatially navigate white spaces of Los Angeles.
Latino citizens experience citizenship as a tenuous social belonging that rests on
where they are accepted by others as members of the citizenry. Latino citizens, feel
accepted as citizens and feel belonging in their local contexts where they interact with co-
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ethnics and other people of color in their neighborhoods. On the other hand, in
predominantly white areas, Latinos experience feelings of discomfort, microagressions11,
racism, and feel their citizenship is more easily questioned. Over two-thirds of citizens of
all ages report experiencing racism, discomfort, and microagressions in predominantly
white spaces. Since citizenship is not something that is physically marked, it is Latino
identity that marks Latinos vulnerable to racism and microagressions that affront their
identities and membership to the U.S. While the racism Latinos experience in different
are experienced as interactions with individuals, this does not mean that these citizens do
not experience institutional racism at work, school, and other institutional settings, nor
that these individual interactions are not systemic. Since Latinos in Los Angeles
experience belonging spatially, I now outline research that explicates the power of space.
We are very diverse because LA has been very good at mixing people...
but everybody kind of just runs back to their neighborhood...
Latinos live here and the white people live there.
-Raúl, U.S. Citizen
5.1 Residential Segregation and Spatial Inequality
Understanding spatial inequality begins with an understanding of the problem of
segregation. A person’s residence shapes their access to employment opportunities,
public safety, (un)favorable environmental conditions, and correlates with health
outcomes and other factors that can impact economic opportunities and quality of life
(Neckerman and Kirschenman 1991; Massey and Denton 1993; Pulido 2000; Britton and
Shin 2013). Using locational attainment models, researchers examine how demographic
factors, such as race, class, and nativity shape access to desirable neighborhoods (Logan

Similar to Sue (2010), I am defining microagressions as the intentional or
unintentional slights and indignities that are extended to people of color.
11
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and Alba 1993; Logan et. al 1996; Cort 2011; Cort et al. 2014). White Americans have
access to the most desirable neighborhoods while Latinos and blacks tend to live in more
impoverished communities (Logan and Alba 1993). This is not surprising considering the
substantial amount of research documenting racially and linguistically discriminatory
housing practices (Massey and Denton 1993; Purnell et al. 1999; Fischer and Massey
2004; Roscigno et al. 2009). Latinos face significant housing discrimination when they
seek rental housing (Ross and Turner 2005). Specifically, Los Angeles is an epicenter of
hyper-segregation and is the most segregated city for Latinos in the U.S. (Tienda and
Fuentes 2014). Further, when documentation status is accounted for, it is undocumented
Latinos who are living in the least desirable neighborhoods, fairing worse than nativeborn Latinos and blacks in Los Angeles (Cort 2011).
The segregation between Latinos and other racial/ethnic groups across the U.S.
has increased in recent years (Logan et al. 2004). For instance, in long-established Latino
immigrant destinations like Los Angeles and New York, segregation for Latinos has
intensified (Rugh and Massey 2014). While there is some evidence suggesting that
Latinos in Los Angeles prefer co-ethic neighborhoods, this is only true among recent
arrivals with little English-language proficiency (Charles 2006; 150). This might explain
why increases in Latino and Asian immigrant populations contribute to greater
segregation between these two groups and White Americans (Iceland 2004).
From a sociological perspective, residential segregation can be partially explained
by immigrant adaptation. A measure of immigrant integration can include “spatial
assimilation” (Massey 1985). The logic behind this measure assumes that immigrant
groups will become more assimilated over time and therefore, exit ethnic enclaves into
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more integrated and often more white neighborhoods with better resources (Massey
1985; Brown 2007). For Mexican-origin communities in Los Angeles, neighborhoodlevel data suggests spatial assimilation is delayed (Brown 2007). As a result, spatial
assimilation does not occur until the third generation for Mexican Americans (Brown
2007). Low levels of education and a significant number of undocumented immigrants in
the Mexican population are possible explanations for the delayed spatial assimilation
found in this group (Bean and Stevens 2003; Bean et al. 2015). Further, some secondgeneration Mexican Americans also financially assist family members, which may
further financially restrain Mexican Americans from entering better neighborhoods
(Brown 2007; Vallejo 2012). As the chapter on citizen youth suggests, helping
unauthorized parents with financial commitments is indeed an important aspect of citizen
young adult’s responsibility to their mixed-status families.
Shifting from the largely quantitative measures and findings of the research on
segregation and locational attainment, spatial inequality research is also attuned to the
qualitative nature of how navigating space is not a neutral endeavor. Sociologists in this
research area are attuned to how space contributes to inequalities and stratification
(Lobao et al. 2007). Participants shared their meanings attached to space, as well as their
experience within and through space interacting with others. Place, or neighborhoods are
primarily places of social contact (de Certeau et al. 1998). Following others, I
conceptualize space as both a specific geographic setting, as well “relational units that
organize ideas about places and implicitly or explicitly compare locations” (Tickamyer
2000; 806). I accept Tickamyer’s (2000) call to focus my research inquiry on spatial
inequalities concerned with how social actors construct meaning concerning space in Los
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Angeles. Spatial boundaries are not only constructed by edifices or physical parameters
but also by social actors and their power relations that govern who belongs within the
boundaries.
5.2 Citizenship as an Experience of Racialized Belonging
Latinos navigate space by both making sense of their comfort and belonging
within space, as well as their relationship with others in certain neighborhoods. In their
accounts of lived experiences, Latinos experience space as a form of inequality wherein
they feel white strangers in white communities do not freely accept their citizenship.
Since citizenship is a form of membership that requires the consent of other citizens, this
relationship with space is critical to how Latinos experience U.S. membership. When
Latino citizens navigate Los Angeles, citizenship is a spatial experience colored by
racialized boundaries.
While the literature on spatial inequality highlights how space serves as a
distributor of life chances, I bridge spatial inequality with theories of membership.
Evelyn Nakano Glenn (2002) argues that citizenship is constructed and experienced as a
category of membership – and one that is enforced by the state and by laypersons. The
cross-fertilization between theories of citizenship and space, in some ways, could not be
more complementary. Citizenship, by definition, demarcates inclusionary and
exclusionary boundaries (Glenn 2011). Similarly, space also “embraces some things and
excludes others” (Lefebvre 1991; 7). The ways Latinos experience urban space can,
therefore, also illustrate how this group experiences citizenship.
While U.S. citizens can make a legal claim to belong in the U.S., it is unclear if
they are accepted as members of their local and national community when membership
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can be policed and contested. By looking at how Latinos experience citizenship in their
everyday lives, I research how they experience social belonging, which centers on their
perceptions of inclusion. This perception of belonging is place-based. This means that
Latinos can feel belonging in specific neighborhoods and spaces, but less so in
predominantly white communities across Los Angeles county. Specifically, when Latinos
navigate white spaces they are perceived as immigrants based on no other indications
other than their apparent Latino identity. These experiences point to the racialization of
U.S. citizenship. Alongside microagressions, Latinos experience a variety of racisms
meant to denigrate and subordinate their existence. How Latinos navigate and create
meanings around space is a central aspect to how Latino U.S. citizens make sense of their
citizen membership. Latinos’ sense of belonging, however fractured, also demonstrates
their resiliency and resistance to their marginalization. With full agency, Latinos fight
their contested citizenship by relying on primarily self-presentation and linguistic
strategies to promote their American identities.
5.3 Setting the Context: Los Angeles County
Participants hailed primarily from Central Los Angeles, East and South-East Los
Angeles, and the San Fernando Valley. Residents of these areas live in Los Angeles
County and experience the same local immigration and sanctuary policies, as well as
share a unified school district, police department, and other city services.12 Central Los
Angeles includes the city’s Downtown business and political headquarters and a
patchwork of surrounding communities. Participants from these areas were living or grew
up in parts of Downtown, East Hollywood, Echo Park, Westlake, Pico-Union, and
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With few exceptions, some parts of L.A. county have their own city services.
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Koreatown. Out of the three regions where I sampled participants, Central Los Angeles
remains the most urban and is home to the highest percentage of renters at 81% (Mapping
Los Angeles). For Latinos that grew up in Central Los Angeles, the area is described as
home to small and cramped apartments, with sounds of a bustling, dense city, and street
vendors selling Mexican and Central American street food.

Figure 1: Central Los Angeles (Mapping Los Angeles)
Like most regions, Central Los Angeles is incredibly segregated by class and race.
Participants calling Central Los Angeles home, for example, were not living in the
Hollywood Hills or feeling nostalgic about gated and idyllic homes and gardens. Instead,
participants call primarily the Eastern and Southeastern side of Central Los Angeles
home (See Figure 1). To illustrate, the Hollywood Hills-West region is 84.9% white
while Pico Union and Westlake are 85% and 73% Latino (Mapping Los Angeles).
Despite the ongoing issue of gentrification, other communities on the East and Southeast
side of Central Los Angeles also reflect the large Latino populations found there.
Walking on the infamous Sunset Boulevard in Echo Park, you might come across
restaurants and cafes that make a nod to Los Angeles’ Hollywood and eccentric history,
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but you would also see, for example, a remarkable hot pink vision honoring the Chicana
heroines Frida Kahlo, Dolores Huerta, and Selena Quintanilla.
East and Southeast Los Angeles have long been home to Mexican and Asian
immigrants. The demographics of this region are no coincidence. In the early 20th century
Los Angeles officials and boosters pushed immigrants out of the Downtown area in order
to construct an image of the city as a “white” metropolis (Lewthwaite 2010). As Mexican
immigrants were pushed out, they established strong-rooted neighborhoods and their own
community and civic organizations (Sánchez 1993). Today, Mexican-origin communities
represent the majority population in communities like Boyle Heights, Maywood,
Downey, and South Gate. Boyle Heights boasts a rich civil rights history that was
especially strong during the Chicano movement. The community also prides itself as
being “the Ellis Island of the West Coast” as it once was home to a number of immigrant
communities, including Jewish, Russian, Armenian, Italian, and Japanese newcomers, as
well as Black residents (East LA Interchange).
Today, Boyle Heights is arguably known for its large Latino grassroots effort to
address gentrification. Located just over two miles east of Downtown Los Angeles, the
community is located in a prime area for real estate development.

Figure 2: East Los Angeles “The Eastside” (Mapping Los Angeles)
122

Popular news outlets have chronicled how local activists have mobilized against art
galleries and developments that displace working class residents (Miranda 2016). Despite
battles over real estate and concerns over specifically young, white gentrifiers, the
community remains largely working class, immigrant, Chicana/o and Mexican. The small
community remains primarily Latino at 73% and is home to about 50% U.S. citizens and
50% foreign-born residents, 17% of which lack legal status (Marcelli and Pastor 2015).
For people who live in the areas of East and South-East Los Angeles, these
communities were described to me as impoverished, friendly to Spanish-speakers,
majority Latino, and home to large populations of undocumented immigrants. In the
words of college-going Enrique: “Here in East LA…everyone is like you” referring to
himself as being both being Latino and undocumented. Enrique, who now is seeking a
degree at one of the University of California (UC) campuses, notes in East LA “everyone
has broken English, people have accents… you are still here in the ghetto. You are still
here in the hood. You are still a minority but everyone around you is a minority.”
Similarly, much of what residents describe in East Los Angeles is similar to what
can be said about Latinos living in neighboring South-East Los Angeles. Southeast Los
Angeles is referred to as the “gateway cities” since these communities are located on the
eastern border of county limits. The Southeast’s proximity to the L.A. River, as well as
the railroad, made the region an ideal location for the city’s industry (Pulido et al. 2011).
Today, the region is a base for manufacturing household items and thus, is populated by
workers who have throughout the years established vibrant working-class communities of
color (Pulido et al. 2011). Southeast L.A. communities include industrial cities like
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Commerce and Maywood where driving by warehouses, train tracks, and intimidatingly
large semi-trucks is not uncommon.

Figure 3: Southeast Los Angeles (Mapping Los Angeles)
Participants lived in the eastern side of South East Los Angeles in the
communities of South Gate, Maywood, and Downey. South Gate is just south of Bell
Gardens, Maywood is a geographically small community north of Bell Gardens, and
Downey is directly south of the “Southeast” area (See Figure 3). Downey carries with it a
proud sense of history, as you see glimpses of a 1950s past in some of the city’s
architecture, housing, and eatery options. Today, some Downey residents call their
community the “Mexican Beverly Hills” since the city includes a growing population of
middle class Mexican Americans (Carcamo 2015). Indeed, for Latinos growing up in
nearby South Gate or Bell Gardens, moving to Downey symbolizes upward mobility
(Vallejo 2012). However, there remain communities with working class residents.
South Gate, like many of its bordering cities is predominantly Latino. In fact,
based on 2010 census numbers, the city is 94% Latino, 78.1% of which are Mexicanorigin (U.S. Census Bureau 2010b). These numbers complement Melissa’s perception of
South Gate when she describes the city as “99% Hispanic and maybe one black person.”
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With about a third of South Gate’s population, Maywood too is predominantly Latino at
97.4% (U.S. Census Bureau 2010b). Even though my first time in Maywood was when I
went to go meet a research participant, these census numbers certainly reflect the
population. I went to meet with a Maywood-area Latina eager to participate in the study
in December. Before our interview, I ran a few errands, zigzagging through a retail
parking lot and was asked twice – by two different vendors—if I wanted to buy
champurrado, a thick pre-Columbian chocolate-based drink commonly prepared for
Christmas. Later in the day, after completing the interview, I made a quick stop at a local
chain supermarket carrying my basket with mangos, avocados, chocolate abuelita, and
snowman-decorated wrapping paper while Vicente Fernández13 serenaded me over the
grocery store sound system.
Some thirty-odd miles from Southeast Los Angeles and Northwest of Downtown
Los Angeles is the San Fernando Valley. “The valley” as it is colloquially called, is a
sprawling post-war suburban region. Though perceived as less metropolitan than Central
Los Angeles, the region has become more urbanized and is almost as racially diverse as
the rest of the county. Over the years, the valley witnessed an increase in Latino residents
along with the white flight of residents leaving to the outskirts of county limits. By the
1980s there was an understanding that Latinos were increasing in numbers and political
presence in the valley, rejecting the popularized image of the valley as “lily-white, mostly
blonde…” (Walderman 1989; 1-2). These shifts, however, still did not suggest racial or
ethnic integration; by 2000 many white valley residents were concentrated in the south
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Vicente Fernández is a popular and long-time Mexican artist known for his
Ranchera music and renditions of Mexican classics.
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and western cities of Sherman Oaks, Encino, Studio City, and Woodland Hills (Connor
2014). For some white residents in the 1980s and 1990s, leaving the valley was an
explicit effort to flee from incoming Latino residents (Walderman 1989; Connor 2014).

Figure 4: The San Fernando Valley (Mapping Los Angeles)
For decades, there were pockets of the valley that were heavily Mexican, notably
the cities of Pacoima and San Fernando. These communities remain primarily Latino
today at 87.8% and 92.5% respectively (U.S. Census Bureau 2010b; U.S. Census Bureau
2010a). Aside from these two communities, participants lived in Arleta, North Hills,
Panorama City, and Sylmar. It is in these areas, that it is not surprising to catch yourself
being stared down by a mural of the popular actor Danny Trejo, or walk by a residential
gate painted with colorful images of horses, charros14, and la Virgin De Guadalupe.
While the valley has some neighborhoods that are also largely white, Raúl summed up
the San Fernando Valley by telling me matter-of-factly: “everyone knows you find
Raza15 in the valley.”

14

A charro is a Mexican cowboy.
Raza is sometimes incorrectly translated to exclusively mean race, but the term
has activist roots and is generally an inclusive term to refer to brown folks or a
community of people that are often of Mexican or Latino origin (Lopez 2016).
15
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For some, the valley represents a destination from a long educational commute;
one experienced through school busing from their residences in Central and East Los
Angeles to San Fernando Valley schools. For some parents, the valley is a final
settlement location towards achieving tranquility from high-crime neighborhoods like
Pico-Union. Despite comparisons of the valley being more tranquil than other parts of
Los Angeles, some parents called their own neighborhoods “caliente” referring not to
temperature, but to their perception of high neighborhood crime. On one evening, I was
welcomed by Elena standing in front of her apartment with outstretched arms and the
greeting: “welcome to the ghetto.” I had smirked at her half-joking greeting; if these were
homes in the ghetto, I had lived in part of the ghetto my whole life. Ultimately, even while
outsiders may see the valley as generally suburban and white, this image does not
represent the entire San Fernando Valley. Whether participants lived in the valley or
other parts of Los Angeles County, what is certain is that most lived in Latino
neighborhoods where they were surrounded by Latinos and immigrant families.
5.4 Contested Citizenship and Racism? Social Belonging as a Place-based Ideal
In the blinding heat, I face a bulky metal gate to a modern grey apartment
complex. I need a code to get into the building, so I realize I came unprepared.
Thankfully, a grinning child of about eleven walks out of the building with his scooter
and lets me in. I meet Teresa after she arrives home carrying several crimson tote bags
that bounce with each step, along with the curls of her dark brown hair. Since she is
donning a T-shirt displaying the acronym of her Alma Mater, I am reminded that Teresa
is coming home after her Saturday morning class. She meets me by a fountain at the
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center of her apartment complex and offers me a tentative smile as she leads me up an
outdoor steel stairwell to her shared apartment.
Inside, we are met with an apartment overcrowded with boxes and Costco
cardboard crates of food and water bottles. “Excuse the mess, we are moving”, she
explains. This is the apartment Teresa shares with her mother, stepfather, maternal halfbrother, and occasionally her six-year old paternal half-brother. One day Teresa hopes
she can have her own place with her fiancé, but for now, the family is moving up the
street to another low-income housing unit.
Teresa is a U.S. born citizen and is beginning her Master’s program. She is
working two jobs and struggling financially, but is helping her mixed-status family and
her undocumented fiancé as much as she can with emotional and financial help. Teresa’s
mother was granted refugee status as a Salvadoran national and her stepfather remains
undocumented. While Teresa’s fiancé is Mexican, most of her family is Salvadoran. Even
so, alternating between Spanish and English, Teresa uses Spanish-language musical
genres to denote the mix of Mexican and Salvadoran influences in her life and
friendships: “My friends are all Mexican. So, I have cumbias and merengengue, but I also
have bandas and nortenos and corridos16 and all that stuff in my head. That is my
ambiente.” This is her environment, she says.

16

Cumbia is a Colombian-origin music genre and Merengue originates from the
Caribbean. Both genres, however, are popular in Central America and among
Salvadorans in the U.S. Bandas, Nortenos, and Corridos are distinct Mexican music
genres. Using musical genres to explain the mix of Mexican and Salvadoran influences in
her life is an example of an exchange between two insiders, as I knew without elaboration
what Teresa was connoting.
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Teresa was born, raised, and is currently still residing in a part of the San
Fernando Valley that has a long history of Latino settlement and remains today
overwhelmingly Mexican-origin. She feels comfortable in her community, but also
discusses with me various instances of racial microagressions and circumstances where
her citizenship is challenged. For example, one such childhood memory regrettably left a
lasting impression on Teresa. She at one point makes a comment about being marked as a
possible immigrant. Later in the interview, I ask her to elaborate:
T: When I was younger we went to Costco at Burbank and my dad was waiting
for a parking spot and he saw another one free up so he went over there, but there
was another guy who was coming for it. I guess my dad beat him to it and this
guy started calling us a whole bunch of racist names. He harassed us. He
screamed at us...
C: So, you were in the car when this happened?
T: I was in the car and then we started walking to Costco and he kept saying
things…he just kept insulting us and saying: "go back to your country…" I felt
like I was a target. I guess that makes me kind of biased or judgy with them.
C: With who?
T: With white people. Because I am always expecting them to say something, like
a rude remark or assume that I am not legal. I know they are not always going to
ask me directly.
Teresa’s childhood experience in a city that was and continues to be 72% white (U.S.
Census Bureau 2010a), demonstrates the ways in which Latino citizens carry with them
this uncertain social belonging. In Burbank, a city known for film and television
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production, Teresa and her family were harassed as foreigners. Her direct discussion of
being told to ‘go back to your country’ means to her that she can’t be considered
American. Moreover, to this day, she believes that white Americans will wonder if she is
legal. Since citizenship is not a physical attribute, Teresa believes that it is her identity as
a Latina—a racialized category – that marks her as someone who might be considered
undocumented and told ‘go back to your country’ when she spatially navigates
predominantly white communities.
While Teresa’s experience is now almost twenty years behind her, the moment
has shaped how she constructs her own belonging and how she moves around space.
Indeed, contrary to what may have been the plans of urban planners or developers, space
is lived in very subjective ways by people who move through it. In other words, as
French Philosopher Henri Lefebvre (1991) notes, space “bears the stamp of conflict” that
can begin from moments in childhood (7). Therefore, even for citizens who have
experienced racial microagressions years or decades back, these experiences continue to
color their perceptions of space and belonging.
Like many young adults, Teresa likes the occasional evening out when she can
unwind from work and school to have dinner with her fiancé. Teresa relents, though, that
the issue of space permeates into her considerations about where she goes for leisure or
entertainment. While she and her fiancé like to dine at restaurants in Thousand Oaks and
Westlake Village, Teresa is disappointed that ‘white people’ always give them weird
stares. As she indicates: “they are just starting at us like: why are they here?” Both
Thousand Oaks and Westlake Village are predominantly white communities at 80% and
88% white (U.S. Census Bureau 2010a) and arguably known for affluent shopping and
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dining options. Thousand Oaks rests just outside of Los Angeles county in Ventura while
neighboring Westlake Village, formerly part of Thousand Oaks, is located right within
the western border of Los Angeles county.
Place-based social belonging implicates how Latinos perceive their inclusion in
the spaces they move through. Sometimes the comments they receive are explicit akin to
verbal violence of being told to go back to your country or worse— racial and antiimmigrant slurs. Other times, microagressions can be subtle and include stares or
different treatment, like the sort Teresa describes as stares that suggest the looming
question: what are you doing here? For instance, Diego, another participant, admittedly
doesn’t venture outside his local area very often, and generally believes he doesn’t
experience discrimination. Yet, he recalls microagressions experienced in largely white
cities and shares: “I do get the sense that Anglo Saxon white people, white Americans
they do tend to see me I guess differently. Like, racial profiling. You do get treated
differently.” Incidents of racism or perceived racism in predominantly white areas were
indeed not uncommon for Latinos.
Similarly, Robert shares with me how, as a Latino, he feels he has second-class
citizenship and explained me to me how this plays out in white spaces. For Robert, being
a person of color in white spaces is a heavy burden of wondering if any slights he
experiences are racially motivated. This, he says, will always be in the ‘back of his
mind’, and means he lives a different life as a person of color. Robert remembers:
R: As a person of color even in Santa Monica17 when I was fresh out of high
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Santa Monica rests on the outskirts of Los Angeles and is populated by mostly
white residents17 (U.S. Census Bureau 2010a). As a beach community, Santa Monica is
not unique in in this racial representation of residents; white residents of southern
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school I was like: everyone is staring at us.
C: You and your family or you and your friends?
R: Me and my friends. We are people of color. Is it because we are young?
Maybe. It is because we are brown? Maybe. Like I said, we always question it.
That question is always on our minds. It's always going to be in the back of my
head because I am a person of color. Why are you staring at me kind of thing. Am
I overreacting? Maybe but I have a right to because our society is so corrupt and
you made me internalize that I am not wanted.
Robert lives with the lingering question about his acceptance. In white spaces, he
questions how people look at him because he believes he has been socialized to feel
unwanted and this is acute to him in white areas. For Robert, and many citizens, they
report feeling uncomfortable and unwanted in white spaces, but when these experiences
are based on indirect interactions or ‘feelings’ or ‘vibes’ sometimes participants will
dismiss their experience with the qualifier “maybe it’s just me.” Robert, on the other
hand, takes ownership of the experience and identifies what he says is an internalization
of being unwanted. For Robert, being in white spaces takes on the meaning of being
vulnerable to racism, questions about his legal status, or an uncertainty about how others
see him – stares, looks, and other actions means Robert feels unwanted because that is
how Latinos have been socialized to feel.
Maggie’s subjectivity of American identity also implicates others who enforce the
boundaries of citizenship. When I asked if she considered herself an American she said

California tend to reside in the outskirts of Los Angeles in coastal, mostly affluent
communities (Allen 2002).
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the following:
Ha! Well yes, sometimes, but not all the time. How can I be an American if
sometimes I am not considered an American? So how does that work? With my
clients and my friends and family, yes, there is no doubt I am an American. With
strangers its still pretty obvious I think, because I speak English, so no-brainer.
And then I go over to Sherman Oaks and it’s like people tell you: ‘go back to
Mexico!’ so what does that make me? Not American apparently. If you want to
be treated like an American, sometimes that means you just have to be Anglo or
white.
It is in these sorts of accounts and elaborations that I saw what Maggie and other Latino
citizens were experiencing: social belonging that is place-based. In her own words, it is
hard to be considered an American when others do not acknowledge your citizenship.
While generally Maggie feels a strong sense of belonging in Los Angeles, she feels that
to be fully accepted as a citizen you must be, as she indicates, ‘Anglo or white.’
However, this enforcing of belonging seems acute to her in areas where she has
experienced direct racial harassment, such as in Sherman Oaks, a neighborhood that is
71% white (Sherman Oaks Chamber of Congress 2010), and now is an area that Maggie
directly tries to avoid.
5.5 Skin Color and Spatial Change
In spatially navigating the city, Latinos, including citizens, can find themselves in
areas where their citizenship is questioned or where they feel unwelcomed. These
experiences of space can be shaped by skin color, which continues to be an important
factor in Latinos’ life experiences and opportunities. For Latinos, skin color is a physical
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marker of being perceived as a foreigner (Romero 2006), impacts employment outcomes
(Hersch 2011) and the likelihood of experiencing discrimination (Ortiz and Telles 2012).
Being marked as non-citizen in predominantly white spaces, however, is not exclusively
shaped by skin color as both dark and light skinned Latinos in my study describe being
questioned about their legal status, their American citizenship, and other such
microagressions. Even so, skin color does matter and plays out in the lives of families.
Teresa notes the importance of skin color by comparing her experience dating a lighterskinned man with her darker-skinned fiancé:
[My ex] was lighter than I am. I would walk with him through a mall and it was
fine. Then I would walk with my fiancé through the mall. He's way darker and we
get looks. If it's like Glendale or Thousand Oaks Mall people kind of stare at us.
Those are not typically Latino malls…
Teresa’s account of shopping in malls that are not ‘typically Latino’ outline the ways in
which skin color matters. While white strangers have challenged Teresa’s citizenship, she
acknowledges that darker-skinned Latinos – and perhaps young dark-skinned Latino men
in particular—face unique struggles about their legal status, assumed criminality, or both
(Romero 2001; Rios 2011). Darker-skinned Mexican American men do report higher
instances of discrimination compared to lighter skinned co-ethnics and all women coethics regardless of color (Ortiz and Telles 2012).
Skin color matters, but light-skinned Latinos can also feel unwelcomed in mostlywhite areas. For instance, Susie is a petite light-skinned woman with black hair and black
eyes. While both Susie and her undocumented mother are light-skinned, strangers have
questioned their citizenship and legal right to reside in the United States. For Susie, this
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was blatantly clear as she describes an incident at her former workplace; “a person came
into the restaurant and was yelling at me asking me for my green card...I feel like every
day I still experience microagressions from white people…” While light-skinned, Susie is
still marked as Latina, and subsequently is still the target of racial microagressions that
are explicit about how she is perceived as an unauthorized foreigner.
Susie’s experience also highlights how assumptions about skin color and race
misses the complexity of race for Mexican Americans18. The experience of skin color,
while often thought of as fixed, can also change across space and place. Susie, for
example, remembers what it was like to move from the Mexican community of East Los
Angeles to the white community of Thousand Oaks to live with her U.S. citizen father:
“There was this weird thing for me where I went from being the whitest-looking kid in
my schools in East LA to being one of the only Brown people in Thousand Oaks, people
of color in my classes.” While Susie is light-skinned, she is racially identified as a
racialized other in white spaces. Spatial context, according to Susie, seems to matter a
great deal in how race is experienced. Even with the privilege she carries with her as a
light-skinned woman, Susie’s life is punctuated by moments in white spaces where she is
the sole person of color and considered a possible foreigner without a green card. Susie’s
sense of citizenship, then, clearly implicates how others—particularly white Americans—
police the boundaries of membership for Latino residents of Los Angeles.

18

Consider, for example, one nuance pertaining to skin color and racial
identification for Mexican Americans; darker-skinned Mexican Americans are more
likely to identify as white on the U.S. census (Dowling 2014). These choices are shaped
by geography, as well as assumptions about how U.S. citizenship implies whiteness
(Dowling 2014).
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For Sylvia, the changing demographics of a neighborhood can mean going from
feeling part of a community to feeling like an outsider. Sylvia witnessed the start of
gentrification of her mostly Latino neighborhood in Echo Park to new white neighbors.
This shifted her sense of belonging. Sylvia had always lived in Latino neighborhoods in
Central Los Angeles. She shares with me how she began to not fit in her neighborhood:
S: I think I started to feel like that when we moved to Echo Park...it's very
gentrified and back then it was just starting. So, I did feel uncomfortable. I was
like: there are so many white people here. I felt weird. I don’t know why, but I
didn't like it. You just kind of feel like-- I don’t know. It just felt uncomfortable I
didn’t like being around so many white people.
C: That is interesting because that is not an experience shaped by immigration—
S: But I am Latina! Visibly I am brown. You can say some of that is internalized
racism for me. I felt othered. I felt like I was out of place…
Like Robert, Sylvia interprets her experience of living in gentrifying Echo Park as a sense
of internalized racism. Similarly, Sylvia’s discomfort is not about expressing an
animosity towards white Americans, but about anticipating or experiencing a sense of
being othered or ‘out of place.’ This feeling of ‘out of place’ both signals a lack of feeling
belonging, as well as clearly articulates how place itself circumscribes membership.
When Sylvia tells me her story, there is something not lost on me; siting in a café in a
formerly Mexican community, now popularly gentrified, we remain the only people of
color in sight for the three and half hours we are there.
For others, the changing demographics of a neighborhood can mean welcomed
change from feeling like an outsider to feeling secure. Yvette, for example, remembers
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seeing demographic change in places where she grew up and where she spent time with
her now-husband as teenagers. For Yvette, feelings of being considered an American or
being accepted without prejudice is place-based. Yvette recalls what it was like to spend
time with her husband as teenagers in Goran and in the general Antelope Valley area.
Yvette remembers:
Y: Back in the day when I was growing up, we would get a lot of looks from
white people. They would tell us, as teens, tell us to turn down our music and spit
out racial slurs. You know what I mean? As of until recently, I've been feeling,
not safer, because it's not safer, but just like I belong there more now.
C: What has changed?
Y: There's more Hispanics and Latinos there. I don't feel, you know, threatened
with black people there either. You know we do have high crime over there, but I
don't feel like somebody’s going to shoot me because I am Mexican.
C: You did feel kind of like that before?
Y: Yeah! It's a sense of not feeling welcomed.
For Yvette, feelings of belonging are indeed place- and group-based, as she was explicit
in identifying white areas she would be weary of visiting because of the explicit racial
microagressions she experienced growing up. It is in these areas where she also feels she
would not be identified as an American. Interestingly, Yvette’s experience of space notes
that changing character of a location. For Yvette growing up, she felt unsafe but now
feels more welcomed because there are more Latinos in the area.
Just as Los Angelinos understand where ethnic and racial groups reside, Latinos
also attach meanings to particular places as being unsafe, not in terms of general crime,
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but of possible hate crime. Yvette talks about feeling as if people will not shoot her
because she is Mexican, foreshadowing her memory of mostly-white establishments she
knew to avoid at all costs. Yvette remembers:
...there are certain places where you don't go. Like there are bars that are near
liquor stores. Since that bar was next to a liquor store, you really couldn’t go to
that liquor store because, you know, there were Caucasians at that bar. People--we
did hear that people would get shot if they were over there, somebody of color.
While there are no signs indicating an establishment is for ‘whites only’ harkening back
to a Jim Crow era, there continues to be an understanding of spaces where Latinos or
people of color do not belong. In this case, the implicit threat of physical violence is what
marks a place for whites only.
Yvette’s citizenship does not imply full membership in the U.S. Yvette is a
naturalized citizen who grew up in the care of her legal resident father after her
undocumented mother was deported. Yvette ostensibly does not feel comfortable calling
herself an American: “I don't feel like people consider me American. So how can I
consider myself an American if they don't see me as an American?” Yvette elaborates;
“The citizenship, they [the government] are telling you, you are an American. However,
the feeling is different. It's not, you are not treated like an American. You have to be
Anglo to be considered like an American.” Indeed, for racialized others, including Asian
Americans, their non-white identities can mark them as “forever foreigners” in their own
country (Tuan 1998). Particularly with ongoing immigrant replenishment, Mexican
Americans can be physically marked as foreigners, even when they are light skinned
(Jiménez 2008). The promise of true acceptance and belonging are predicated on white
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racial status – and nowhere is this clearer than when Latinos navigate racialized Los
Angeles and see the limits of their citizenship.
5.6 Strategies for Belonging in Predominantly White Areas
While belonging is a place-based ideal, Latinos engage in resistance strategies to
express their American citizenship. While their apparent race in predominantly white
areas marks Latinos as possible foreigners, citizens primarily use several strategies,
particularly linguistic strategies to proactively claim their belonging. To a lesser extent,
citizens also might carry or memorize information about their legal status to concretely
prove their status. In some cases, citizens who have children or younger siblings prepare
loved ones for the possibility of racist interactions and/or having conversations about
them afterwards. These strategies are still place-based in that they are used when Latinos
are or will be moving through white areas. Further, these strategies highlight the agency
in how citizens deal with their contested belonging.
For a small number of Latinos, carrying proof of citizenship is one strategy to
combat anti-Latino racism. Robert tells me he has memorized his social security number
specifically to recite it to police office officers who may question his legal status. He
informs me his white coworkers did not know their social security numbers, and argues
to me that this is a form of privilege. Robert also tells me his carries his social security
card in his wallet. When I asked him why, he said:
That is because if I am ever stopped [by the police] I need to know my social.
Like I said, as a person of color, we have to live a different life. If I am ever
stopped, my immigration status will be questioned because I am a person of color,
because I am Latino.
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Robert recognizes that being a person of color shapes his life, but that also being Latino
marks him specifically vulnerable to questions about his legal status. This ‘different life’
Robert lives, particularly in terms of interactions with police, was prevalent among the
men in this study, and men in the lives of participants. Countless times, participants told
me experiences of “driving while brown”, police racial profiling, and police violence.
With the exception of engaging directly with bureaucratic process to seek work,
find housing, or in traveling beyond the state, only three citizens explicitly discuss
carrying or memorizing their social security for the purpose of proving their citizenship
to police or strangers in their everyday lives. Most citizens rely on more subtle cues to
prove their American identity. Teresa relies on linguistic strategies to demonstrate U.S.
citizenship. While individuals of all legal statuses can speak English, Latino citizens
realize having English language fluency can nip in the bud any automatic perceptions
about their legal status and possibly combat anti-Latino racism. When Teresa and her
family go to restaurants in primarily white communities, she feels uncomfortable that
they are the targets of disapproving stares. When she and her fiancé are dining at
restaurants in Thousand Oaks, she relies on a dual linguistic strategy to emphasize her
American identity without shedding her cultural pride. After sharing with me how she
and her fiancé are stared at in restaurants, Teresa says:
I tend to feel more comfortable even if the person is racist, if they are of color. I
feel more comfortable with people of color. So, I guess I kind of get defensive in
those moments. If our waiter speaks Spanish, I will talk to him only in Spanish. I
will talk to my fiancé only in English if the waiter is white... It will just be
different. I feel like that is me being defensive because it's me trying to
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demonstrate that I can speak English, that I am very fluent and very educated, but
I can also speak Spanish and I am not going to hide it.
For Teresa, being around people of color is comforting and preferable, even if people of
color are being prejudiced towards her. However, when served by white servers in
mostly-white spaces, she feels ‘defensive’ as her previous life experiences have already
been marked by unwelcomed stares, as well as harassment. Speaking in Spanish to a
Spanish-speaking waiter is her strategy of demonstrating ethnic solidarity and cultural
pride, but speaking English with white waiters and to her fiancé is a proactive strategy
she hopes can help prevent racial microagressions. This linguistic strategy, I find, is used
by others who want to be proactive about highlighting their citizenship and preclude
possible assumptions about being perceived as foreign and/or uneducated.
For Melissa, doing her best to claim belonging and respect in white spaces
includes being especially cognizant of how she expresses herself. In order to do what she
can to avoid racism or discrimination, Melissa tries to speak more slowly and enunciate
with white strangers. She does this, she says because she realizes people treat her
differently if they pick up on an accent.
they [white people] think I don't know what I am talking about. I felt like that a
lot in places where the majority was white. Every time I spoke to someone who
was white I would consciously try to speak slower because I tend to speak quickly
and then I enunciate. You just know they would--mostly I try to sound confident
and the way I do that is by using big words. Then they'll be like: "okay." It's an
also an effect of how the country is right now.
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Melissa uses these careful linguistic strategies to ward off racial microagressions and
stake out her right to be treated like an American. While Melissa is fluent in English,
these strategies are meant to disguise her accent, but from my ears I hear no trace of a
discernable accent. While Melissa has always used these strategies, she suggests that
these methods are even more critical now that she sees as an alarming rise in antiimmigrant sentiment. Similar to the language work second-generation youth employ to
translate for their immigrant parents, speaking English is a strategy to access social
citizenship (Kwon 2016). These resistance strategies are also practical, as research has
documented that whites can aggressively disrupt and denounce Latino strangers speaking
Spanish (Feagin and Cobas 2008, 2014). As racialized19 citizens, these outsiders-within
have the privilege of U.S. citizenship, but their Latino or Mexican American identity
make these linguistic strategies necessary to strive for their rightful membership in their
own city.
For some citizens, strategies to combat possible racism might not be intentional at
all. Edgar, a nineteen-year old who grew up in Koreatown does not believe he faces much
racism. Despite the name and extensive display of Korean lettering on business
storefronts, Koreatown is populated by majority Latino residents at 58% (Sanchez et al.
2012). For Edgar, adhering to a sort of unconscious respectability politics in dress and
language deflects racism:

19

If class or generational status is believed to offset racism in public spaces, the
extant sociological research proves otherwise. Middle class blacks and Latinos face
racism when they navigate public space (Feagin and Sikes1994; Feagin and Cobas 2008,
2014; Vallejo 2011) as do third-generation Mexican Americans (Vallejo 2011).
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I kind of hold myself in a way that wouldn’t seem to somebody else that I am
from South LA20 or [that] I do drugs or something or stereotypes that people have
of Latinos. I think I unconsciously made myself that way to prevent that kind of
discrimination. I kind of never thought of that until now. The way I dress or speak
maybe shields me from that. Some people might be surprised that I speak so well
or that I go to college, but I never give it much attention.
For Edgar, his self-presentation, English language fluency, and manner of speaking are
unintentional strategies to prevent racism. Donning a crisp and tailored polo shirt, Edgar
presents himself as contrary to a host of Latino stereotypes; one being that of a drug user.
Particularly because Latino men manage a variety of raced and gendered stereotypes,
including among them assumptions about how they are drug users, sellers, or gangsters
(Rios; Vasquez-Tokos & Norton-Smith 2016) adhering to respectability politics is one
strategy Latinos use. On the other hand, others attempt to dispel similar stereotypes in a
contradictory fashion. Unlike Edgar, Robert, for example sometimes goes out of his way
to dress like he is “from the hood” to deconstruct Latino stereotypes about what a college
graduate should look like. Whether it be adhering to respectability politics or not – what
is certain is that Latino citizens rely on linguistic and self-presentation resistance
strategies to ward off racism.
On another day, I meet with Ximena, who is a U.S.-born citizen in her forties
raising two pre-adolescent boys. For her, the issue of language is not so much a strategy
in addressing racism as it is an indication of how she is perceived. Ximena does not
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Edgar mentions being from South LA but Koreatown is technically in part of
Central Los Angeles.
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remember very many racial microagressions growing up, but she also recalls that she
didn’t interact with many white individuals over the course of her childhood. Excepting
teachers, she didn’t interact with whites until she was in middle school and would
accompany her mother to clean houses in the majority white and highly affluent
community of Pacific Palisades. She reflects on how now that she is an adult with
children she believes others perceive her as an immigrant:
I see a lot of people just trying to speak to me in Spanish. If I'm out or at a store
shopping and people will approach me and speak to me in Spanish. Sometimes
they are talking to me in a broken Spanish and they are struggling so I will
respond in English and people will tell me: "oh my gosh! You speak perfect
English!" because of what they see in me they are expecting me to only speak
Spanish. I get that a lot. I'm like wow that is really crazy! Sometimes I look at
myself in the mirror and I think: how Mexican do I look? [laughs].
Ximena is surprised by how often strangers assume she cannot speak English, and those
same strangers are equally surprised that Ximena speaks English, and that she speaks it
fluently. To Ximena, she equates assumptions about her language fluency to physical
markers of being Mexican. Ximena’s articulation of a stranger’s response to her English
language fluency was delivered with exaggerated praise and a noticeable hint of
condescension. Ximena’s interactions with individuals who assume she only speaks
Spanish or demonstrate surprise with her English language fluency is a textbook example
of a racial microagressions directed to Latinos in the U.S. (Sue et. al 2007). No matter the
intentions of the executor, these microagressions send the message that the recipient is
not American.
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Ximena’s way of combating racial microagressions certainly involves
complicating assumptions about her body by responding to Spanish-language comments
or questions in English. Further, fighting racism involves her children. Ximena admits
that her children are ‘sheltered’ mostly because they live in a quiet suburban Latino
community with fellow co-ethnics. While the family doesn’t travel much, she is
cognizant of how she and her family are treated in white spaces. On thinking about where
she has felt unwelcome, Ximena perks up as if remembering a sudden thought:
You know where we get that a lot? In museums. We love museums. If we go to
the Getty we get that lot. Not so much the Natural History Museum because it's so
diverse, but when we go the Getty [an art museum] people follow us and I tell my
children--and it's like ugh! I really don't want to make them aware of this, but then
I tell them or I prepare them. I tell them: "if you ever feel this, or if you ever hear
this, you have the right to get away from that situation. You don't have to tell the
man or the lady off, you just stay away, be respectful and stay away and know
that that happens."
Ximena enjoys having her children exposed to new cultural and cross-cultural activities,
but laments how some of these spaces may be predominantly white, or less diverse than
the Natural History Museum. Visiting and supporting art centers can be empowering and
racially uplifting, as it for middle class blacks who support black art and artists (Banks
2010), but arts programs can be oppressive when people of color are made to feel like
outsiders in these spaces. Ximena prepares her children for racial microagressions they
may face by coaching them on how best to handle the situation. By encouraging her
children to be respectful and not ‘tell the man or the lady off’, Margarita encourages her
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sons to engage in sort of “politics of respectability” to defend themselves against racism
(Collins 2004). This strategy of preparing children for racism is also an approach used by
black middle-class mothers to protect their boys against harmful gendered and raced
stereotypes (Dow 2016). Ximena admits that unfortunately, she and her children are
followed around in stores. “Shopowner tailgate” or the experience of being followed by
store clerks and owners is a common discriminatory practice directed to Mexican
Americans (Vasquez 2011). However, in Los Angeles, these incidents were not reported
to occur in Latino communities and instead seem to happen in predominantly white cities
and locales. In these situations, Ximena will immediately leave with her children and talk
through the situation as a family once they get home. Ultimately, while Latino citizens in
Los Angeles experience racial microagressions that belittle or mark them as nonAmericans, these citizens also rely on various strategies to proactively avoid or
retroactively cope with these race-based indignities.
5.7 Conclusion
Latino citizens are experiencing their American membership in a way that is
place-based. Spatially navigating segregated Los Angeles means they are traveling
through Latino and multi-racial spaces where their citizenship is not challenged and
where their particular place at the intersection of being a citizen in a mixed-status family
is not all that unusual. On the other hand, when citizens discuss instances of racism or
microagressions they do so in the context of white spaces where mostly white Americans
are telling them to “go back to Mexico”, or asking if they speak English, and/or
demonstrating surprise when Latinos somehow indicate their U.S. citizenship—these
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microagressions in particular demonstrate how Latinos’ U.S. citizenship is questioned or
challenged based on physical markers of race or ethnicity.
Theories of citizenship and spatial inequality meet at an ideal theoretical
intersection. Spaces create borders of inclusion and exclusion, as does citizenship. The
language of feeling or being ‘out of place’ for example brings together how belonging
and place is undeniably connected. These citizens’ experience of racialized space point to
the limits of citizenship. In this same vein, these citizens do not passively make sense of
their U.S. membership in their local contexts. Knowing that they may experience racial
microagressions or challenges to their citizenship, citizens also employ resistance
strategies to claim or better fight to belong in all communities.
This chapter highlights the racialization that is experienced by Latinos as nonAmerican outsiders and possibly “illegal.” For Latino citizens who are also young adults
with undocumented parents, their citizenship is used to mitigate manage familial
illegality, but their experiences in white spaces point to the limits of their citizenship. For
these youth, and for U.S. citizen Latinos of all ages, belonging is shaped by race and
space. Moreover, race – as outlined here – is not a static or taken for granted identity or
experience. Instead, for Latino citizens, race is experienced around assumptions of
illegality, and skin color influences experiences of spatial belonging. Yet, while skin
color does matter, this does not negate that light-skinned Latinos also are marked as
foreigners alongside their darker-skinned counterparts.
Evelyn Nakano Glenn’s research suggests that any serious theorization of
citizenship needs to address the fact that citizenship is first and foremost a category of
membership. This membership is policed by the state, but also by other members of the
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citizenry. This project’s findings underscore that in the lived experiences of Latino
citizens “other members of the citizenry” is not an amorphous or homogenous category.
Among co-ethnics and others in largely multi-racial or Latino spaces, Latino citizens do
not feel their citizenship is questioned. If anything, citizens discuss how the history and
demographics of Los Angeles and their English language ability should make clear that
they are Americans. And yet, in white neighborhoods across Los Angeles, citizens feel
unwelcomed and that their citizenship is more of a question, making their social
belonging only a place-based ideal.
Since Latino citizens know that their citizenship is not a physical marker that
might fend off possible racism directed towards them, citizens move through space with
resistance strategies to protect themselves. Citizens can carry documentation of their
citizenship, or more commonly rely on their English language ability to demonstrate their
American identity. This added burden of proving citizenship is not only to be considered
American, but importantly – it is an effort to be respected when racialized immigrants are
so often patronized, policed, and even brutalized. Even for Latinos living in a multiracial
and immigrant gateway like Los Angeles, they must deal with the insidiousness of antiLatino racism that continually implicates the matter of illegality. The U.S. citizens
described here already deal with citizen responsibilities to their families and dealing with
the emotional toll of worrying about their undocumented loved ones becoming ensnared
in the immigration enforcement dragnet. These citizens, too, are at risk for real and
symbolic forms of violence that mark their beings as automatic outsiders. Latinos,
especially Mexican Americans, are routinely racially profiled as undocumented
immigrants by immigration authorities and police (Romero 2006; Gardner and Kohli
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2009; Romero 2011). Across the country Mexican American U.S. citizens have been
unfairly detained and deported (Lee 2015; Peralta 2016; Kenney 2017). From a mental
health perspective, racism has deleterious mental health consequences for people of color
(Sue et al. 2007; Clark 2007) and managing racial microagressions certainly compel
Latinos to expel emotional energy on resisting stereotypes (Vasquez-Tokos and NortonSmith 2016). These spatial experiences of Latinos in L.A., then, are consequential.
In moving through segregated Los Angeles, citizens also rely on both proactive
and reactive strategies to help their children or loved ones cope. Citizens like Ximena
teach younger citizens to prepare for the possibility of racial microagressions in white
spaces. These strategies are important, particularly because some citizens realize their
children, siblings, or loved ones might be ‘sheltered’ by being exposed to primarily coethnics or other people of color almost exclusively in their neighborhoods and social
spaces. Somewhat similar to the “experience management” strategies used by black
mothers in raising black boys, some citizen parents carefully teach their children how
they might be viewed by others, and instruct them on how to best manage these
perceptions and interactions to effectively curb racism (Dow 2016). While these
conversations can be difficult for parents and family members, it is one strategy to
manage racism or address possible racism in segregated Los Angeles.
Ultimately, the question of citizenship for Latinos in Los Angeles emphasizes the
nested nature of belonging. Irrespective of how citizens see themselves in the national
community or in their families, Latinos report feeling welcomed and rightfully
considered citizens in their local, largely Latino communities. Outside of these spaces,
when Latinos are confronted with racist interactions they tend to occur in largely in white
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communities on behalf of white strangers. These incidents are not experienced by a small
number of participants either, as over two-thirds of participants report experiences of
racism, discomfort, and microagressions in white spaces. While these interactions are
between individuals, they are no less consequential or systemic. However momentary or
distant microagressions are, they leave their mark on citizens who are told and made to
feel that they are not American. Latinos are 47.7% of the Los Angeles County population
and Mexican-origin Latinos represented 35.8% of the entire county (U.S. Census Bureau
2015). Therefore, with these resounding numbers, it is certainly true that Los Angeles
wouldn’t be L.A. without Mexicans, but for those who are citizens of the United States,
being accepted and experiencing belonging is an ideal yet to be achieved in all areas of
this segregated city of angels.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION
“Todo tiene su final, nada dura para siempre
Tenemos que recorder, que no existe eternidad”
“Everything has an end, nothing lasts forever
We have to remember eternity does not exist”
-Hector Lavoe and Willie Colón
“Todo Tiene Su Final”
Immigration is one of the most contested issues of today. Contemporary debates
over immigration policy sometimes miss the critical fact that matters pertaining to
immigration are in fact an American issue. Instead of focusing on the long-reported,
supposed harm of immigrants on the American populace, I write of how the
consequences of immigration policy and how illegality impacts undocumented
immigrants and their citizen loved ones. In other words, debates and policies on
immigration do not exclusively impact immigrants as if they were living in their own
self-contained communities. Instead, undocumented immigrants are connected to
Americans in vital ways through their contributions, but also through familial ties.
Mixed-status families—family members with different immigration statuses-- are a prime
example of how illegality can be experienced by American citizens and undocumented
immigrants.
This research sought to address the question: how do Latinos in mixed-status
families experience belonging? How might immigration statuses shape how families
make plans and distribute responsibilities? First, in chapter 3, I find that undocumented
parents are heavily investing in protecting the educational futures of their children. Using
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the refrain “no quiero cortarle las alas” [“I don’t want to cut their wings”], most parents
plan to make the difficult decision of facilitating family fragmentation so that children
can remain in the United States if they or their partners are forcibly removed from the
country via a deportation. Certainly, deportation is families want to avoid, but parents
also rationalize that their citizen children have a right to access educational opportunities,
and that their U.S.-raised undocumented children also have a moral right to continue their
educations in a country they know better than the one where they were born. In this way,
parents make plans in a context of very few, and difficult, options to have their children
stay, and belong in the United States.
These decisions are ideal plans in the event of a family tragedy, but the caregiving
and emotional needs of family members would also shape how these plans are executed.
While no parent wants to be separated from their children, it is fathers who insist they
will continue to be breadwinners from afar by sending money to their families in the
United States. While these are individual plans, the alarming rates of deportation may
suggest that there is a reversal of a long-standing remittance pattern; instead of migrant
fathers working in the U.S. to send money back home, deported fathers must work for
reduced wages in Mexico to send money to their struggling families in the U.S. who have
now lost not only a father and partner, but also a major breadwinner.
In families with citizen young adults, illegality is still experienced. Shifting the
attention to the adult-age citizen children of undocumented parents in chapter 4, I find
that these young adults deal with their citizenship in complex ways. First, while collegegoing citizen young adults can access state and federal financial aid (unlike their
undocumented peers or siblings) the connection to their undocumented parents makes
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filling out appropriate financial aid documents difficult. In these situations, students
struggle to input required parental information in the Free Application for Federal
Student Aid (FAFSA), knowing that their parents do not have the required social security
numbers or other documentation to prove their residency. As a result, youth navigate
institutions of higher education and seek appropriate assistance from financial aid
advisors and counselors. Unfortunately, Latinos report that few counselors and financial
aid staff properly advised them on this matter, making this process all the more
confusing. Aside from this bureaucratic hurdle, students worry about the implications of
essentially that their parents are undocumented on a government application. Considering
how crucial access to financial is for college students, filling out the FAFSA is a
necessary step, even if it compels students to necessarily come out with their families
from the shadows.
Citizen youth also manage the unique privilege of being able to sponsor their
parents for the legalization process. Interestingly, a pathway to legalization would do
much to relieve issues of familial illegality, but the process to sponsor a parent is not
without severe consequences. Certainly, citizen young adults worry about the pressure or
sponsoring parents and the legal fees this process would entail. However, whatever the
pressure or the hope some citizens feel in the possibility of sponsoring parents, families
often come to realize that to get parents papers, parents would likely have to wait out a
several years ban in their home countries to return as legal residents. Families are willing
to endure separation if forced, but voluntary departure for what might be ten years is not
an option a single participant was willing to entertain.
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Citizen young adults also have the privilege to easily access formal sector work
with their documents. As families struggle, these citizens sometimes feel a
disproportionate pressure or burden to shoulder the financial stability of their families.
While parents and adult undocumented siblings certainly do contribute to family
resources, citizen young adults are well aware that parents have expectations of them that
entail financial contributing specifically because their status is not a barrier to accessing
work. While certainly pooling financial resources is necessary in working-class families,
the way breadwinning responsibilities are experienced and perceived are shaped by legal
status differences for these citizens in mixed-status families.
Chapters 3 and 4 represent two different, although not necessarily family-related
perspectives: point of views from parents and adult-age children. On the one hand,
parents make considerable sacrifices for young children, who they hope will one day
grow up, become successful, and help their families. This is indeed part of the
“immigrant bargain” understood in many families where children will one day redeem
parents for all their sacrifice (Smith 2006, Louie 2012). Once citizen children are young
adults, they find that they, too, must also sacrifice for the family and live out the
educational dreams their parents have. Since parents have a dual frame of reference, the
goals they have for their children seem feasible, but unlike parents, children do not have a
dual frame of reference for making sense of opportunities. For this reason, Suárez-Orozco
and Suárez-Orozco (1995) argue that children are caught between two worlds: that of
their parents and their expectations, and the American context where youth can face
marginalization as working-class students of color. Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco
(1995) write:
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The children of Latino immigrants become the repositories of the parents'
anxieties, ambitions, dreams, and conflicts. They are frequently vested with
responsibilities (such as translating and caring for siblings) beyond what is
culturally expected for children at their stage of psychosocial development (65).
While this study does not focus on the psychosocial development of young children, it is
certainly true that children are the ‘repositories’ of parent’s hopes and dreams, and that
when children are adults, they must learn to manage family responsibilities shaped by
legal status differences.
Lastly, chapter 5 shifts away somewhat from immigration and family and looks at
how Latino citizens experience belonging at the local level. In this chapter, I share an
alternative LA story about how the City of Angels is not for everyone. Latinos generally
feel and experience a strong sense of home and belonging in Los Angeles, but also
experience racism and micro-aggressions in predominantly white communities of the
city. As a result, I argue that belonging is place- and race- based. Indeed, the narratives of
this chapter illustrate the limits to citizenship, as Mexican Americans are still told to “go
back to Mexico” even in a Latino city like Los Angeles. These details of racism and
micro-aggressions, however, are not just experienced by Latinos. Instead, Latinos in the
study exercise considerable agency in preparing for and responding to their everyday
exclusion primarily by using language strategies.
6.1 Research Contributions
This research makes several contributions. First, mixed-status families are the
subject of many policy debates about how to address the issue of unauthorized
immigration, and yet, members of these families are often silenced and not part of

155

national conversations about their very own fates. In this way, this research centers the
subjectivities of Americans and aspiring Americans whose relationship to the United
States is certainly complex, but nonetheless intimate and longstanding. Instead of the
popular image of opportunistic immigrants abusing resources and having many children,
immigrants in this study often did not plan to settle in the United States, and certainly did
not have “anchor babies” to legally ground themselves to the United States. While the
U.S. is their home, members of mixed-status families find pathways to citizenship are for
all intents and purposes, practically non-existent.
Secondly, the research on mixed-status families is growing as a subfield, after a
very glaring gap in the immigration research. Even so, no published research to date has
qualitatively captured the experiences of older mixed-status families in Los Angeles that
include citizen young adults who must still grapple with their parent’s illegality. Using
traditional measures of assimilation or integration, many of the citizen young adults in
this study seemingly appear successful as fluent English speakers, college going, and
pursuing professional careers. Certainly, this educated sample is a reflection of my
sampling strategy, but it still stands that citizen youth have overcome many challenges to
attend college and reach their goals. While we know that undocumented students face
harsh structural barriers to going to college and working in the country, their citizen
counterparts—while comparatively and undoubtedly more privileged— also manage
familial illegality. Roberto Gonzales (2011) argued that undocumented youth “learn to be
illegal” one they become adults and newly navigate bureaucratic institutions. In some
ways, citizen youth in mixed-status families also learn what it means to be tied to
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illegality when they are of age to work, apply for financial aid, and possibly sponsor their
parents.
Despite popular myths about Latino parents not caring about education, these
parents would go through great lengths to ensure that their children can continue their
educational pathways. While legal scholars have outlined how immigration laws have
become incompatible with keeping families together, this study documents the logics
parents use in making sense of their deportability with the plans they have for their
children. As immigrants with dual frames of references, parents do have a rosy view of
U.S. educational opportunities, while youth who have already navigated the processes of
higher education know that these institutions are not always meritocratic or even as
superior as parents imagine (Ogbu 1990; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 1995).
Even while seeing college as the path to upwardly mobility, some college
students and graduates realize at some point that these institutions were not built with
them in mind. Once armed with their degrees, some young adults like Sylvia, for
example, find themselves still helping their families financially but are not in the
financial positions they had hoped they would reach by their age or with their credentials.
Therefore, even as young adults manage familial illegality and are seemingly on the
pathway to success, these adults are still living their lives in the context of everincreasing cost of living in Los Angeles and the stark reality of limited well-paying postgraduate jobs, particularly in fields like teaching, social work, and the non-profit sector
where many children of immigrants hoped to make a difference in their communities.
Glenn (2002) argues that the fundamental aspect of citizenship is belonging and
the acknowledgement of social membership. This study finds that belonging can be
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experienced in different ways, and in different moments. For families, post-deportation
plans are as much about pragmatic family survival as it is about parents rationalizing who
in the family belongs in the United States. In mixed-status families, when parents
consider the worst-case scenario of deportation, certainly most parents hold firm in their
belief that their children belong in the U.S., even if it means family fragmentation. For
U.S. citizens, the right to legally belong in the country is also a give and take between
balancing privilege and familial responsibility. Glenn’s (2002) theorization of belonging
implicates a social belonging that is necessarily shaped by others acceptance of a
member. I find that social membership is in part shaped by place. Even in Los Angeles, a
sanctuary city, long-time immigrant gateway, and multi-racial metropolis, citizens find
themselves excluded in white neighborhoods. Citizenship, then, is tenuous even for
Latinos who have the privilege of this status – this finding also pushes us to understand
that accessing citizenship is not the panacea for all problems or the ticket for full
inclusion.
6.2 Recommended Solutions and Transformations
The most obvious solution that would make a world of difference in the lives of
mixed-status families would undoubtedly be comprehensive immigration reform. After
several attempts of comprehensive immigration reform, this goal has proven difficult.
Yet, some of the educational and integration challenges faced by youth can be diminished
when parents, particularly mothers, become legalized (Bean et al. 2015). Further,
comprehensive immigration reform would be an appropriate response to a problem that
U.S. immigration policies have created in the first place – perpetual illegality. Creating a
pathway to citizenship that can bring undocumented immigrants out of the shadows and
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away from constant fear is not only humane, but socially responsible. With many parents
in this study residing in the country for over twenty years, it is clear that humane
immigration policy is also overdue. While there are plenty of families with adult-age
children managing familial illegality now, a shift in immigration policy can prevent an
entire new generation of American children from growing up with the ongoing struggle
of their parent’s state-produced vulnerability and deportability.
In the meantime, in the absence of immigration reform, there are steps that can be
taken to better help families. Overall, I argue that the increasing use of the term ‘mixedstatus’ to describe families has benefits that are beyond symbolic. Acknowledging that
there are families with members of different immigration statuses rectifies a common
misconception that immigration is solely an immigrant issue. Further, by using the term
‘mixed-status,’ I believe more appropriate policy solutions and community problemsolving can be accomplished. For instance, institutions of higher education can better
train staff to advise both undocumented students and students in mixed-status families
who may have trouble with the financial aid process. Importantly, if educational staff and
gatekeepers at all levels are aware of the challenges faced by mixed-status families, many
would be better equipped to support students when they fear or experience a family
deportation.
Across Los Angeles, individuals are already participating in efforts to assist
mixed-status families. Importantly, the immigration policy context of Los Angeles can
represent the ideal, less punitive contexts for immigrants. In this way, the findings of this
dissertation are conservative. The challenges faced by Latinos in mixed-status families in
Los Angeles would likely be exacerbated in other contexts where Latinos might be a
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much less visible and politically active population, and where local jurisdictions are in
partnerships with ICE. These resistance efforts and policy shift occurring at the local
level are also deeply altered by what happens broadly. By November 9, 2016, the
political climate undoubtedly changed.
6.3 What Happens Now? The Trump Presidency and Resistance
Shortly after I finished collecting data, Donald Trump became the 45th President
of the United States. Even before Trump was sworn in and able to implement his plans
for the country, the election sent a resounding message about the value of a large swath
of the American community, most notably people of color, women, and immigrants in
this country. Trump’s rhetoric specifically targeted Mexicans and their families – and this
sad fact was not for one moment forgotten by the targets of this viscous vitriol. For every
bit of harmful rhetoric, Latinos responded in creative ways to claim their worth, value,
and dignity. I am reminded of life-like Trump piñatas I would see in swap meets, parties,
and public events across Los Angeles; these piñatas illustrate the creative resistance
efforts of Latinos, as well as a rather unorthodox, but likely effective strategy to release
pent up frustration.
Once Trump was sworn in, resistance efforts necessarily had to take on a more
policy- and survival- centered approach. Within weeks of taking office, the Trump
administration outlined an aggressive immigration plan that would focus on deporting a
significant number of undocumented immigrants (Baker and Nixon 2017). Among other
proposed stipulations, detained immigrants would be subject to more expedited removals
(Baker and Nixon 2017). In announcing his plans, there seems some public indication
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that Trump will not target childhood arrivals or those with DACA status21 (Baker and
Nixon 2017). Along with these proposals, Trump signed the Enhancing Public Safety in
the Interior of the United States executive order on January 25, 2017 effectively
blocking federal grant money from going to sanctuary cities (Zoppo 2017). California
policy-makers pushed to counteract these federal efforts with California Senate Bill 54
more popularly referred to as the “sanctuary state” bill that would:
expand so-called sanctuary city policies, prohibiting state and local law
enforcement agencies, including school police and security departments, from
using resources to investigate, interrogate, detain, detect or arrest people for
immigration enforcement purposes (Ulloa 2017:1).
If Senate Bill 54 is passed, this policy would effectively curb much of the violence
Trump’s policies would catalyze and effectively protect immigrants and their families in
this Trump-era moment of fear.
On the ground, and across the country, a casual observer might notice that
enforcement efforts have ramped up. There have been countless reporting of immigration
detentions and detentions, as well as immigrants fighting against their removals. Perhaps
the most striking of these was that of a March 2017 recorded video capturing the
heartbreaking experience of one mixed-status family in the Highland Park neighborhood
of Los Angeles. The cellphone recording, filmed from inside a vehicle, captured the
perspective of a daughter watching her father being arrested by an officer. Hearing the
crushing sobs in the background of this recording, along with the image of a father in
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Even if not official policy, there have been at least two reported cases of DACA
youth being detained by ICE (Jarvie 2017; Gomez and Agren 2017). As of April 2017,
one of these DACA-protected youths was deported to Mexico (Gomez and Agren 2017).
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handcuffs illustrates a family’s worst nightmare. Romulo Avelica-Gonzalez and his wife
were dropping off their daughters at school when two unmarked cars approach their vehicle.
Avelica-Gonzalez was swiftly detained by ICE agents as his wife and daughter watched
(Sanchez 2017). Following his arrest, the public would come to know Avelica-Gonzalez’s
story through public outcry, and learn Avelica-Gonzalez is a Mexican national who has
lived in the U.S. for twenty-five years (Castillo 2017. In those twenty-five years, AvelicaGonzalez and his wife had four daughters, all born in the United States (Castillo 2017).
The experience of the Avelica family is striking for its visual representation of what
has happened to countless families in recent years, but it is also striking for other reasons.
On reflecting on the incident, Avelica-Gonzalez’s thirteen-year old daughter Fatima Avelica
shared in an interview with CNN: "I never thought I would have to experience something
like this in my life ... on my way to school” (Sanchez 2017). It is disheartening how a
father could be taken away in the course of taking his children to school. As a researcher,
perhaps I am most struck by how the Avelica family seems so much like the people I
have interviewed. Seeing the video of Avelica-Gonzales’s arrest just outside of his
child’s school reminds me of Ruben and Carmela’s story and how ICE agents similarly
arrested Ruben on his way to taking Tiffany to school. The Avelica family – headed by
undocumented parents who have been in the U.S. for a quarter of a century – with both
adult and minor citizen children – are very much just like the Latinos I have interviewed.
Si todo tiene su final y nada dura para siempre – if everything has an end and
nothing lasts forever – I still believe that fighting for comprehensive immigration reform
will one day bring an end to what has been a perpetual illegality for millions of people.
This won’t be the magic pill that solves all inequalities faced by Latinos in mixed-status
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families, but the struggle and the resistance will certainly continue. Pase lo que pase, or
whatever should happen, I know and understand Latinos are resilient and always willing
to push forward. I am reminded of this when I visit Lupita again in the fall of 2016.
I find myself at the front of Lupita’s second story apartment. Meeting back with
Lupita a month after the 2016 elections, I see her optimism has waned somewhat since
my first visit with her about a year ago. Lupita was still hoping DAPA would change the
course of her family’s life when we met the first time. I always imagined I would meet
Lupita again to discuss the DAPA outcome, but now I am here for what is an informal
gathering, and I am interested to see how Lupita is making sense of a Trump presidency.
I also wonder what her parents might think, but I do not get a chance to ask. Lupita’s
mom, who I have only seen in photos, works two jobs. I never do get to meet Lupita’s
father, but Lupita tells me she takes after him in both appearance and personality. Most of
the time Lupita is at work, school, or home taking care of her siblings. “They are getting
tired” Lupita tells me about her parents, and when she says this, I know she is too.
With everything going on, Lupita tells me there are some days when there isn’t
time to think about Trump or legal status issues. Life gets busy. Even so, she admits she
is worried about worried about her future and the future of her undocumented parents. By
the end of our conversation, and although we had been speaking in English, Lupita shared
a message of hope: la lucha sigue. The struggle continues. This dissertation project is for
her – and the many like her – who seek dignity for themselves, their families, and
communities.
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APPENDIX A
ENGLISH LANGUAGE INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR PARENTS
Date & Time of Interview _____________
Introduction
•

Overview and Purpose of the Study

•

Go over Informed Consent: Copy of the form will be given to participant

Before we begin, do you have any questions for me?
Background
Tell me a little about yourself
•

Values

•

Employment History/Partner’s employment

(if applicable) Immigration Background
What is your home country and state?
In what year did you immigrate to the U.S.?
•

Have you been in the U.S. the whole time since you migrated?

What motivated you to come to the United States?
•

What was it like adjusting to the U.S. ?

What do you like best about the U.S.?
What do you like least about the U.S.?
How did you decide to live in ____________ (city/state)?
Do you plan on staying in the U.S.? Was it always the plan to stay in the U.S.?
Identity
Do you consider yourself American (no matter your status)?
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Do you think others see you and think you are an American citizen?
Do other members in your family consider themselves American?
Do you think others see your family members and think they are American?
Do you think being Latino/Hispanic shapes your experience as a immigrant/citizen?
Are there instances in which you feel you are not welcomed or do not belong because of
your race?
•

Are there instances in which you feel you are not welcomed or do not belong
because of your (parental/familial) immigrant status?

Family
Tell me about your family.
•

What is your role in the family?

•

(if applicable) Tell me about your partner/spouse

•

(if applicable) Tell me about your child(ren)
o How many children do you have?
o What motivated you to have children?
o What year did you have your first child/first U.S. citizen child?
o What are their immigration statuses?

What is it like being part of a mixed-status family?
Parenting
To you, what makes a good mother/father?
•

What makes a bad mother/father?

(if applicable) Do you think your parenting practices are different since you live in the
U.S. compared to if you had stayed in your country of birth?
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What is it like being an immigrant parent in the U.S.?
•

Do you think your status impacts would impact you differently if you were
mother/father instead of a mother/father?

What do you think your children’s biggest fears are or will be?
What are your biggest hopes and aspirations for your children?
•

What is your biggest fear as a parent?

(if applicable) Tell me about the biggest obstacles you may have as an immigrant
mother/father.
Do you feel like you have been discriminated against?
Do you think your children have been discriminated against?
Policy
(if applicable) Do you feel your status impacts you on a daily basis?
•

If so, how?

(if applicable) Tell me about the biggest obstacles you may have as an immigrant?
•

Do you think these obstacles would be different if you were an immigrant from a
country outside of Latin America?

(if applicable) If your status was legalized, what would change in your life?
(for citizens) If your partner’s status was legalized, what would change in your life?
•

How would a change in your status impact your children?

Have you heard about Obama’s executive order regarding undocumented parents? How
did you learn of this news and how did you feel when you heard the news?
Have you looked into how to qualify for this deferred action?
Ideally, in terms of policy, what do you want to see change?
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Interaction with Social Institutions
What is it like dealing with hospitals and doctor’s offices when your child is sick or when
you were (or your partner was) pregnant?
Have you used any type of state or city services to provide for your children?
What is your involvement with your children’s schools?
Have you used any immigration legal services? What has been your experience using
these services?
What has been your experience in interacting with police or law enforcement?
Can you think of a time you felt uncomfortable when seeking services for your children?
Representation & Talking Back
Do you get your media from Spanish-Language media, English-Language media or both?
Do you ever see representations of immigrant or mixed-status families in the media?
•

If yes, what do you see and how to you feel about those depictions? Are they
accurate?

What do you think are some of the myths or stereotypes about undocumented
immigrants?
•

Have you heard about media debates about “anchor babies”? If so, what do you
think about those debates?

Some elected officials want to deport undocumented immigrants even if they have citizen
family members. What would you say to them if given the chance?
Some elected officials want to reform birthright citizenship so that children born of
undocumented immigrants will not be able to be born U.S. citizens. If you could say
anything to elected officials that propose changes to birthright citizenship, what would
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you say?
Some elected officials talk about the dangers of women having “anchor babies.” What
you say to them if given the chance?
What would you say to activists or service providers that assist or organize for
immigrants and their families?
What do you wish others understood about your experiences?
Organizing
Have you been involved with any special groups that are specifically for immigrants or
immigrant parents? Mexican community groups?
Have you participated in any activist actions or rallies for immigrant rights?
o Why or why not?
o Have your children/other family members been involved in these actions?
o Do you think public rallies and actions of those sorts are effective in
creating positive change?
Closing
Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your experience?
Are there questions you think I should have asked, but did not?
Were there any questions that you felt were unexpected?
Now that the interview is almost over, would you consider possibly participating in the
participant observation part of this study in the future?
Lastly, I just have a few demographic questions:
Gender _____ Age _____ Race/Ethnicity __________ Level of Education _________
Class __________ Family Role __________
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APPENDIX B
ENGLISH LANGUAGE INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR CHILDREN
Date & Time of Interview _____________
Introduction
•

Overview and Purpose of the Study

•

Go over Informed Consent, Interview Themes: Copy will be given to participant

Before we begin, do you have any questions for me?
Family Relationships
Tell me about yourself and your family.
•

What was it like growing up with your family?

•

What is your role in the family?

•

Tell me about your parent(s)
o What are their immigration statuses?

•

Tell me about your siblings
o How many siblings do you have?
o What are their immigration statuses?

What is it like being part of a mixed-status family?
•

(if applicable) As a citizen what is your role in the family?

•

Are there times when you feel your citizenship is most noticeable? If so, can you
give me examples?

•

Are there times when you feel your family member’s/parent’s undocumented
status is most noticeable? If so, can you give me examples?
o Is there anything that worries you about your family member’s/parents
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undocumented status?
Citizenship & Belonging
Tell me about the biggest obstacles you think your parent/sibling may have as an
immigrant.
•

Do you think these obstacles would be different if your parent was an immigrant
from a country outside of Latin America?

Do you feel like your parent/sibling has been discriminated against?
Do you think you have been discriminated against?
(if applicable) You are a citizen, but you grew up with a non-citizen parent. Do you feel
that impacted your rights as a citizen?
Do you consider yourself American (no matter your status)?
Do you think others see you and think you are an American citizen?
•

Are there instances in which you feel your citizenship or your rights as American
are challenged?

Do other members in your family consider themselves American?
Do you think others see your family members and think they are American?
Do you think being Latino/Hispanic shapes your experience as a citizen?
Are there instances in which you feel you are not welcomed or do not belong because of
your race?
•

Are there instances in which you feel you are not welcomed or do not belong
because of your (parental/familial) immigrant status?

Policy
(if applicable) If your status was legalized, what would change in your life?
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(for citizens) If your parent’s/siblings status was legalized, what would change in your
life?
Have you heard about Obama’s executive order regarding undocumented parents? How
did you learn of this news and how did you feel when you heard the news?
Ideally, in terms of policy, what do you want to see change?
Representation & Talking Back
Do you get your media from Spanish-Language media, English-Language media or both?
Do you ever see representations of immigrant or mixed-status families in the media?
•

If yes, what do you see and how to you feel about those depictions?

What do you think are some of the myths or stereotypes about undocumented
immigrants?
•

Have you heard about media debates about “anchor babies”? If so, what do you
think about those debates?

Some elected officials want to deport undocumented immigrants even if they have citizen
family members. What would you say to them if given the chance?
Some elected officials want to reform birthright citizenship so that children born of
undocumented immigrants will not be able to be born U.S. citizens. If you could say
anything to elected officials that propose changes to birthright citizenship, what would
you say?
Some elected officials talk about the dangers of women having “anchor babies.” What
you say to them if given the chance?
What would you say to activists or service providers that assist or organize for
immigrants and their families?
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What do you wish others understood about your experiences?
Organizing
Have you been involved with any immigrant rights groups or rallies?
•

If so, do you think you would be involved even if you were not part of a mixedstatus family? Why or why not?

Closing
Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your experience?
Are there questions you think I should have asked, but did not?
Were there any questions that you felt were unexpected?
Lastly, I just have a few demographic questions:
Gender _____ Age _____ Race/Ethnicity __________ Level of Education __________
Class__________ Family Role________
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